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ABSTRACT
This research explores the plausibility of replicating a Broadway-type musical theatre industry in Asia. What would it take to establish a similar
standard of musical theatre in an Asian country? With the problem being a lack of Asian representation in the genre, my aim has unashamedly
been to see whether it was possible to increase the visibility of Asian musical theatre in form and content, with greater representation for makers
and audience. By exploring the viability of creating a strong musical theatre platform in Asia, this research aimed to empower student/emerging
Asian performers in believing that the dominant paradigm of musical theatre in the West could find a parallel or counterpart elsewhere.
Upon brief exploration of various Asian countries, Singapore was chosen as the country in which to conduct the research and experimentation.
Through interviews, focus groups, workshops, directorial and choreographic experiences with students at the only undergraduate musical
theatre honours degree programme in the country, and immersion in the professional industry, I sought to shed light on the viability of an Asian
Broadway-type musical hub in Singapore. I found a bourgeoning theatre industry, high production standards and sustainable growth for industry
and audiences. Performers also showed interest and potential to develop their musical theatre skill-set, and educational programmes had the
appropriate tools and curricula to guide performers, to hone those skills, and to help them achieve competitive and superlative standards of
performance.
I have found through the course of the research that in the city-state of Singapore, musical theatre has generated much interest. If my
recommendations are executed, I argue there will be the potential for not only an increase in visibility, but also quality, which will inevitably
lead to greater performing opportunities for Asian performers. I argue for small changes in the musical theatre curriculum and arming musical
theatre educators with greater skills in order to extend musical theatre workshop offerings nationwide. This will enable skill acquisition and the
nurturing of talent, allowing for a greater advancement in the art form, priming individuals for success and eventual contribution to the quality
and prominence of the growing industry.
This advocacy has the potential to sustainably and effectively promote musical theatre in the city-state and stimulate the education of audience
and potential makers, and the nurturing of the next generation of performers and theatre enthusiasts. In addition, it will enable new Singaporean
works to be developed, for eventual regional and subsequent international impact.
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THERE’S NO BUSINESS LIKE SHOW BUSINESS
Introduction
Of the countless Broadway musicals mounted, only a handful feature major and/or supporting Asian-specific roles. What was the explanation
for this East/West divide? It is important that I immediately establish my awareness of the long and irrefutable musical theatre legacy spanning
cultural, economic, semantic and philosophical history that has resulted in the East and West divide. While I do not intend to use this research
as a place to enter this debate, I acknowledge that East is not the sum of its parts, nor is it considered purely a notion of what the West is not,
and hence labelled or seen as foreign and mystical. Additionally, Asia is certainly not a homogenous entity; this becomes clear when I focus on
Singapore as my case study. However, there is a discord in musical theatre that sees a gross underrepresentation of Asian voices in form, content,
the appropriation of decision making and performance-based roles. Thus, I will use the terms East and West throughout this thesis as a statement
to indicate that the division, at least in musical theatre, is a racial/ethnic divide with a long history.
My initial research sought to discover the reasons behind the dearth of Asian-specific roles written for Broadway musicals and the lack of Asian
representation on Broadway. My research subsequently shifted in direction to the viability of an Asian musical theatre hub. It has been my
research aim to elevate the visibility of Asian representation in the international musical theatre scene, including expanding the musical theatre
industry beyond the geographical and cultural boundaries of Broadway and the West End. Through the educating of audience members and
industry professionals, and the nurturing of talent and skill of future potential musical makers, new works created by Asians, for Asians, can begin
to surface, be refined and prepared to have significant local and international impact and influence. I am confident that through musical theatre
advocacy in Asia, greater interest could be generated, resulting in the advancement and increased visibility of the form. An Asian country had to
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be chosen as the targeted location for my research and experimentation. I selected, what I felt was a prime locale for musical theatre exploration,
the city-state that I was born and raised in—Singapore.
My journey through this PhD research process has been an interesting and eventful one. I began with a focus on Broadway and what I saw as the
inequities in Asian representation in the commercial mainstream of the heartland of musical theatre. The initial research questions were:
1) In today’s flourishing musical theatre climate, why is there a dearth of Asian-specific roles written in Broadway musicals?
2) How could case studies in Singapore and San Diego illuminate questions of the role played by cultural upbringing in discouraging Asians
in the East and West from venturing into this form of the performing arts?
3) How can educational musical theatre workshops beginning in Singapore and San Diego be effective in promoting Broadway musicals and
enhancing greater interest among these specific Asian communities?
I was confident that with educational workshops conducted in the United States (US) and Singapore as comparative data collection sites, these
questions could be addressed. Phase One of the research was predominantly held in the US. However, the deeper I delved into my research, the
clearer the futility of my initial research aims was. Under the current norms and practices of musical theatre, no matter what this research planned
to do, or how much of a self-proclaimed musical theatre devotee I might be, it was just not possible to conclusively ‘prove’ why there was a
shortage of Asian representation in American musical theatre or increase Asian participation in Broadway musical theatre in America. This was a
dream that could never be realised by me, or this study.
Broadway has been given the endearing nickname the Great White Way, an expression that was used when the theatres lining Times Square were
illuminated by thousands of lights (“Great White Way”, 2012, para. 2–3). Never has this been more true than in recent years with the Broadway
musical developing into a fierce competitor in the performing arts, generating a billion dollars in revenue in 2012 with more than 12 million
people attending shows (Oldfield & Mitchinson, 2013). However, for me the notion of the Great White Way has taken on another meaning. The
polemic I was confronting was the disparity in musical theatre representations of Asian voices, a disparity made all the more evident when I
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began to propose a sustainable musical theatre agenda for Asian performers outside the West End or Broadway landscapes—both geographically
and culturally. Further research and deliberation made me decide upon Singapore as the location for this future hub and the centre of my
research. Therefore, Phase Two of my research was established and executed in Singapore, becoming the main component of my practice-led
experimentation and research. My research questions now reflected a new direction:
1) What are the current industry opportunities for musical theatre practitioners in Singapore, and are they sufficient to hone, develop, sustain
their skills, and offer musical theatre as a career option?
2) How can interest in the art form be generated through the exposure of Singaporeans to musical theatre workshops?
3) Musical theatre is a demanding and detailed art form. How effective are the musical theatre educational programmes in training future
performers in achieving Broadway standards in Singapore?
Aims and Significance of the Research
I was born in Singapore but moved to the US to live when I was five years old. Throughout the past three decades, I have moved back and forth,
living in both countries for significant periods. As such, I feel a strong connection to both American and Singaporean culture and have much
investment in the entertainment industries in both locations. Viewing my artistic experiences in the past 22 years, I have been an actor, singer,
dancer, director, choreographer and educator in both the US and Singapore, in the field of musical theatre. Exposure to the Western creation
of musical theatre and its subsequent incarnations in the East caused me to embark on this research with vested interest of someone who has
traversed the socio-political climate of musical theatre on both sides of the world, and carved out a personal identity and agency through this art
form.
The aim of this research is to assess the possibility of establishing a Broadway standard of musical theatre in Singapore, through the cultivation
of interest and the development of practitioners in the field. By creating a strong musical theatre platform in Singapore, it will enable Asian
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performers with a genuine interest in this genre to have greater opportunities to participate in a traditionally and historically Anglo-Saxon art
form. Angela Pao states:
Unquestionably, many of the major musicals conjure up an “America” that is defined by white Anglo cultural norms. Such a vision of America is
sustained either by the complete absence of any characters of color or the presentation of such characters in minor one-dimensional roles, often
conforming to long-standing stereotypes. (2012, p. 37)

Undoubtedly, as America was redefining itself in the 20th century and beyond, it was also establishing its musical theatre culture through an
Anglo-Saxon lens. Even when it came to role allocation on Broadway:
Caucasian actors commonly played Asian and Asian American characters through the 1970s until a landmark decision by the New York State Human
Rights Division in 1973 and the 1990 battle over Miss Saigon made that practice untenable in professional theaters. (Pao, 2011, p. 5)

With this recent implementation, and an ever-present lack of Asian-specific roles, there are still so few opportunities for Asian performers,
including playing roles specific to their own racial, cultural or ethnic heritage. This research is interested in the viability and development of an
Asian Broadway-type musical hub with potential for international impact, thus offering greater opportunities to Asian practitioners. Additionally,
the aim is to discover how more musicals with Asian-specific themes and characters, which can match the quality of their Western counterparts,
can be encouraged.
With the new direction, the methodology remained fundamentally the same, save for a few alterations in interview questions. It was easily
adapted to cater to the specificities of the circumstances and conditions of Singapore and the larger Asian community. Interestingly, the major
obstacle in my research, focusing on Asian representation and participation in the US, actually proved serendipitous. It allowed me to dedicate
subject and argument entirely to the greater agenda of a research project dedicated to musical theatre in Asia, for Asians and by Asians. This
thesis marks out the methodology of the research project and the two phases of the research, in the US and Singapore, with emphasis on
Singapore as the location for the exploration of visibility and viability of musical theatre in Asia. With the data collected, research conducted,
and experimentation completed in Singapore, this thesis includes process, analysis and findings, before concluding with future recommendations.
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Methodology
Enormous efforts have been devoted to analysing differences between the terms ‘practice-led’, ‘practice-based’ and ‘artistic research’,
including Chris Argyris (1974), Donald A. Schön (1983), Carole Gray (1996), Robin McTaggart (1997), Estelle Barrett (2007), Barbara
Bolt (2007), Shaun McLeod (2007), Kim Vincs (2007), Robin Stewart (2007), Brad Haseman (2007), Hilary Collins (2010), Susan Kozel
(2011), Michael Biggs (2011), Henrik Karlsson (2011), Julie Robson (2012), Leah Mercer (2012), Siobhan Murphy (2012), David Fenton
(2012) and Zachary Dunbar (2014). In this research, I have adopted the practice-led research methodology. As a practitioner/artist, I am
interested in exploring the expansive knowledge potential of practice and uncovering the tacit knowledge embedded in the practice. Gray
defines practice-led research as:
Research which is initiated in practice, where questions, problems, challenges are identified and formed by the needs of practice and
practitioners; and ... that the research strategy is carried out through practice, using predominantly methodologies and specific methods familiar
to us as practitioners. (1996, p. 3)
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Research in musical theatre, whether in performance mode or in scholastic review, does not exist in a quantifiable and definitive sense.
Qualitative and quantitative forms of research are not sufficient to explore the challenges, the needs, the specificities and singularities
of the complex ideological, discursive, popular and nuanced musical theatre world. As Estelle Barrett so astutely explained: “creative
arts research is often motivated by emotional, personal and subjective concerns, it operates not only on the basis of explicit and exact
knowledge, but also on that of tacit knowledge” (2007, p. 4). The traditional researcher often views the research from a distance, looking
at the practice from an external perspective. Conversely, the practice-led researcher seeks to address problems from a direct, personal and
internal perspective, finding answers through experimentation, trial and error and hands-on discovery. This appeals to my unique role
as a musical theatre practitioner, who exists inside and outside of this world, researching into, through and about an incredibly dynamic
performing arts arena.
Why has there historically been such a shortage in Asian-specific roles written in Broadway musicals? Does cultural upbringing play
a part in hindering Asians from venturing into this form of the performing arts? What strategies can be pursued to promote Broadway
musicals and generate greater interest among Asian communities? These initial questions were addressed during Phase One of my research.
Following that, a shift in focus generated additional questions. What is the current state of the musical theatre industry in the city-state
of Singapore? Is there sufficient work and support for practitioners who venture into the field? How can greater awareness be cultivated
for the art form, if the proposed goal is that of a sustainable musical theatre industry in Singapore? What are the current musical theatre
education programmes in Singapore? Do they allow for adequate exposure and skill-set procurement, in order to enhance and contribute
to the industry and allow it to flourish? These questions were addressed in Phase Two of my research. In reviewing the research questions,
I decided upon a research design that used active verbs to instruct and elucidate my practice. A set of six verbs outline/describe my multimethod research strategy led by practice (Haseman, 2007, p. 147). They are:
1) Observe
2) Participate
3) Interview
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The Action Verb Loop Learning Cycle
4) Conduct
5) Analyse
6) Reflect
The research methods involved “the studied use and collection of
a variety of empirical materials—case study, personal experience,
introspection, life story, interview, and observational, historical,
interactional and visual texts” (Outhwaite, Turner & Publications,
2007, p. 580). The collection of materials for research includes:
• observation of productions’ variety and currency
• participation in conferences in a presentational, discussion
and observational capacity
• interviews with performers and theatre practitioners
Figure 1. The Action Verb Methodology Chart.
• focus groups with workshop participants
• musical theatre workshops
• direction and choreography of musical theatre productions as immersion in practice
• the summation of all data and information through analysis and reflection.
In practice-led research, Mercer argues that “the thinking and the knowing (usually occur) alongside the making and the doing: the two
processes are complementary and synchronous, rather than hierarchical or sequenced” (2012, p. 122). Using that as the basis for my approach, I
used the preliminary active verb approach to kick-start the research, as seen in The Action Verb Methodology Chart (Figure 1).
With the engagement of these active verbs in practice, I delved into the research with the varied methods, which will be expanded upon in the
next section.
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Methods

1) Observe
As Mercer and Robson (2012) emphasise, practice-led researchers tend to establish their methodology and ground their research by
recognising their pre-existing creative practices. This enlightens them or facilitates direction towards new inventions, new creations and/
or perspectives on their craft (p. 13). The key is recognising the creative practice and having a keen and well-researched base on which to
begin. The best way to begin, I found, was immersion in the art form and experiencing it through its currency in the industry: what was
happening, at present, in the musical theatre industry? How were performers represented? What were the current trends and popular styles
embraced? “Observation involves recording the behavioural patterns of people, objects and events in a systematic manner” (Collins, 2010,
p. 132). This was a process of ‘knowing’ and staying current with the musical theatre climate of the day. Multi-method research emphasises
an “interpretative, naturalistic approach to its subject matter. This means that … researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting
to make sense of or interpret these things in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (Outhwaite et al., 2007, p. 580). Observing
Broadway musicals, touring productions, regional shows and local Singaporean productions on a regular basis aided in assessing the
current and ever-changing musical theatre milieu.
This act of informed and critical observation allowed for greater clarity on the current state of the musical theatre world. Additionally,
it allowed the musicals to trigger reflection. The act of keen observation combined with post-observation reflection inevitably inspired
creative ideas and perspectives, which in turn, aided in the culling of ideas for eventual musical theatre construction and instruction. As
practice-led researchers, we are often faced with the organic nature of the social world in which we live. We observe this world in action,
in relation to our field of research, and embed our findings from each occurrence and observation (Outhwaite et al., 2007, p. 584). On my
research journey through observation, each production viewed and documented provided a different frame of reference on the musical
theatre climate and its progression (or otherwise), in both the US and Singapore. This insider’s perspective enabled the identification of
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needs (in terms of changing the situation of the Asian voice) within professional productions and practices in the field. This method was
used in both Phase One and Phase Two of my research.

2) Participate
To participate is to have a share of, get involved in, or take part in something. As Robin McTaggart emphasises:
Authentic participation in research means sharing in the way research is conceptualized, practiced, and brought to bear on the life-world. It
means ownership, that is, responsible agency in the production of knowledge and improvement of practice. (1997, p. 25)

Attending and actively participating in musical theatre conferences allowed me to embrace existing knowledge, exposure to provocations
in scholarship and the scholars that advance these contributions. The invaluable scholastic discourse, as well as personal presentation
contributions, revealed the channels for proper enlightenment on the current theatrical climate.
Kim Vincs states that “it is only worth doing art practice-as-research, particularly given the difficulties and expenses involved, if it can
contribute something unique to the field of knowledge it operates in” (2007, p. 101). My research intention is to make meaningful impact
that will benefit the greater musical theatre community and initiate dialogue for greater racial representation and progress within the
art form. The first group of targeted individuals would be scholars, who have debated and agonised over the various issues, struggles
and problems in this genre for a long time. These scholars have the greatest exposure and understanding of the current strengths and
weaknesses. Most of them converge during musical theatre and performing arts conferences. My hope is that they will be able to offer
enlightenment on current practices and situations in relation to the predicament of Asian representation. The goal is to understand the views
of these scholars and practitioners, and heighten their awareness of the plight of the Asian community. Only in the initiation of dialogue can
change occur. My ultimate goal is to evoke the realisation that the Asian community can be a strong one to nurture, cultivate and utilise in

Cries from Within: The Struggles &
of Triumphs
the Asian Voice
of Creating
in Musical
a Singaporean
Theatre Voice in Musical Theatre

9

ONE HUNDRED EASY WAYS

musical theatre casting and role creation. Listening to these informed and opinionated practitioners discuss their beliefs and viewpoints on
musical theatre and Asian culture indicates how musical theatre is perceived. Where do Asians feature in Broadway musicals and beyond?
What are the views and opinions that circulate among practitioners and educators of the art form? I sought to discover the disparate views
and opinions held by practitioners and educators in the hope of finding possibilities, avenues for exploration and solutions. As Susan Kozel
states, “artistic research is a convergence of materialities; sometimes a clash, other times a smooth flow, occasionally it is as if different
rhythms play in counterpoint pulling the researcher in different directions” (2011, p. 204).
The confluence of musical theatre aficionados at the annual International Federation for Theatre Research (IFTR), Association for
Asian Performance (AAP), and Association for Theatre in Higher Education (ATHE) conference venues, and their undoubtedly varied
perspectives, triggered much discussion. Additionally, it provided insight into and exposed the unacceptable and problematic absence of
Asian voices. Through interaction, thoughts and beliefs occasionally clashed, as Kozel indicates, and at other times flowed smoothly. This
allowed me to be pulled willingly in different directions, exposing me to a broad spectrum of ideas and perspectives. Participation in these
three annual conferences also provided insight into current modes of musical theatre education, assisting me to shape future musical theatre
workshops, which were subsequently used in both phases of my research.

3) Interview
Robyn Stewart discovered through her research on creative practice that:
The process of neonarrative offers a way to investigate and reveal the many different ways our lived experiences can be described within a
cultural scene. It … creates a bricolage of processes that centre on the gathering of data reflecting perspectives from players within the field.
(2007, p. 130)
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In order to determine the climate of the industry, I had to discover the individualistic and personal perspectives of prominent practitioners
in the field. Hilary Collins writes that one of the methods for this form of data collection is interviewing. Interviewing is used to gain
knowledge on reasons for people’s outlooks, predilections and motivations (2010, p. 134). She further emphasises that personal interviews
“offer a serious approach to data collection resulting in accurate information from the respondent … but also enable the interviewer to
investigate motivations and feelings” (2010, p. 134). Using this concept, I procured interviews with prominent Asian Broadway performers
such as Jose Llana, Ann Harada, Christine Toy Johnson and Paolo Montalban. These interviews highlight the struggles of growing up Asian
in the Americanised musical theatre culture. Does cultural climate and upbringing really play a major part in a performer’s choices or the
path they take? Do Asian parents discourage their children from exploring artistic pursuits, forcing them into careers in law, medicine,
accounting and other seemingly less volatile vocations? As an Asian male musical theatre practitioner who has moved between Singapore
and US for the past three decades, I feel that I am in a unique position to comment on these issues including whether the pressure of
parental dynamics is in fact an urban myth. If so, had the inevitable hybridisation of peoples and cultures around the world made traditional
outlooks on performing arts education and careers untenable? As Stewart states: “In a rapidly changing world of multiculturalism, post
colonialism and globalisation, notions of hybridity increasingly inform our praxis” (2007, p. 125). If this truly was the case, and there was
an increased global effort in inclusivity and the embrace of difference and variety, then would not the contemporary Broadway industry be
adequately primed to create and provide equal and comparable opportunities for all races/cultural/ethnic backgrounds, including Asians?
The assumption is that the fear of the unknown no longer exists. Was there truth in that? Alternatively, was that just something that was
still inchoate in nature? Interviews with successful practitioners provided insight into the Broadway musical scene and casting struggles,
revealing survival secrets of Asian musical theatre performers and their opinions relating to the minimal or limited representation of Asia
and Asians in musicals. Broadway stalwarts told their stories, which were reminiscent of existing ones told by some of the leading players
in the field. Lea Salonga, for example, was once refused a musical audition because of the colour of her skin (Liberato, 2005, p. 25), BD
Wong used to bemoan his ethnicity (Giltz, 2004, p. 64), and Telly Leung successfully broke a few traditional casting binds while fighting
for roles in the industry (Weimer, 2006, p. 23).
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With the shift in research focus to a Singapore-based perspective, some subsequent interviews favoured a more local perspective. The
interviews were directed at leading producers in the Singaporean theatre industry and heads of the only musical theatre honours degree
programme in Singapore. What was the current state of the industry? What was the standard of the performances and did they reflect a
variety in style and genre? What was the nature and role of the education system in Singapore in preparing students for a life of competitive
performance in the Singaporean industry?
These unstructured, in-depth interviews were conducted in accordance to the format laid out by Collins:
The interviewer begins by asking a general question and then encourages the respondent to talk freely. The interviewer uses an unstructured
format, the subsequent direction of the interview being determined by the respondent’s initial reply. The interviewer then probes for elaboration
– “why do you say that?”, “that’s interesting, tell me more” or, “would you like to add anything else?” being typical probes. (2010, p. 135)

Through these personalised interviews, I learnt how performers overcame hurdles, what struggles were still present, the beneficial and
lacking elements of Singaporean educational programmes, the position of the industry, and its goals and aspirations. These insightful
responses were beneficial in formulating strategies to increase interest in and exposure for the art form, as well as provide models for future
performers. This method was used in both phases of my research. Throughout this thesis, all individual interviewees will be referred to by
their last name after their initial introduction.
Interviews, in the form of focus groups, were held before and after the musical theatre workshops conducted at several performance
institutions in Singapore. Originally called the focused interview (Merton, 1945, p. 7), focus groups are a form of group interview. Focus
groups are distinguished from other types of group interviews because the researcher/interviewer asks a set of targeted questions designed
to elicit collective views about a specific topic (Outhwaite et al., 2007, p. 584). The focus groups were casual roundtable sessions involving
all the participants, where specific questions were asked about their ideas and knowledge on musical theatre. The presence of the entire
group created an atmosphere of safety and comfort, allowing attendees to speak openly of their struggles and triumphs. Unlike last names
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used for interviews conducted with industry professionals, throughout this thesis, all focus group interviewees, who are made up of student
and workshop participants, will be referred to only by their first name.
The workshops will be elaborated on in the next section. Interviews at multiple stages in the research allowed me to gain perspectives from
participants’ views on musical theatre prior to the workshops, and chart their thoughts, triumphs and struggles after.
The Action Verb Loop Learning Cycle
An incisive methodology involving a double-loop model of learning and discovery was initially created by Chris Argyris, further developed
by educational theorist Donald A Schön and modified by theatre director David Fenton. Fenton argues “assumptions concerning practice
must be examined twice, in a double-loop model that reflects back upon actions” (2012, p. 37). In Argyris and Schön’s early model, they
emphasised that “double-loop learning changes the governing variables (the ‘settings’) of one’s programs and causes ripples of change to
fan out over one’s whole system of theories-in-use” (1974, p. 19). The practice of double-looping allows practitioners to return to original
sources to search for inconsistencies to clarify, modify and refine previous assumptions and proceed with new discoveries, thus advancing
research in the practice. This repetition allows for identification of concepts and tacit understandings of the arts practice. It can further align
and enlighten experimental and distinctive experiences (Schön, 1983, p. 61), by modifying techniques, refining approaches and changing
variables, like workshop curricula, performances and even the demographic of the participants. I took the Argyris and Schön double-loop
model, compared it to the modified Fenton model, and personalised it for my research purposes. My methodology became cyclic, and
greatly enhanced the workshop phase of the process. I termed it ‘the Action Verb Loop Learning Cycle’. The Action Verb Methodology
Chart (Figure 1) is expanded below to explore further the final three verbs used together in the cycle (Figure 2).
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This cycle occurred during Phase Two of the research process, using the final three
verbs (Conduct, Analyse, Reflect) in the methodology breakdown. These three
methods were exercised in a cyclical manner and looped themselves six times. The
six times they were used in practice were all in Singapore:
•
•
•
•
•

School of the Arts, Singapore (SOTA) Workshops 1 and 2
National University of Singapore (NUS) Workshop
Lasalle College of the Arts Production 1 (Lucky Stiff)
Lasalle College of the Arts Production 2 (Singapore 60s)
Pangdemonium Workshop

Julie Robson has created an interesting and perspicacious analogy with regard to
practice-led research, saying that “the practice-led artist-scholar works much like
Figure 2. The Action Verb Loop Learning Cycle
an alchemist, balancing the productivities and tensions between the reactivity of
(Adapted from, Argyris & Schön, 1974; Fenton, 2012).
the method (the mercury), the performance (the sulphur) and the writing (the salt)”
(Exception to copyright. Section: ss40, 103C. Exception:
(2012, p. 149). With this trio of methods exercised in a cyclical rhythm, I hoped
Research or study.)
to assess the successes and failures while conducting the workshops and directing
and choreographing the musical productions (my mercury); the culminated cabaret
showcases from the workshops and the final product during the musical performances (my sulphur); and the analysis and reflection of the
results through journaling and proposed personal modifications and refinements for future practice (my salt). It is through this amalgam
that I carried out my research, redefining the performance aspect as workshops, and direction and choreography of musicals as complete
immersion in practice. The challenge I faced as a musical theatre practice-led researcher was to ensure that the “qualities of rigour and
critical reflection that pertain to traditional theory-based theses [were] combined with a sense of open-endedness, or strategically thinking
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(and playing) outside of the box” (Dunbar, 2014, p. 60). The use of the action verbs, Conduct, Analyse and Reflect, marked the start of the
main component of my practice-led research and featured during Phase Two of the research process.

4) Conduct
Was Singapore a viable option and the right country to develop a Broadway-type musical theatre unique to Asia? Being raised as an
American, how could I promote greater enthusiasm for the art form among Asians in Asia? I began the research with little knowledge on
whether there was enough interest in the art form. Greater exposure to the art form could possibly cultivate technique and hone future
performers and representatives, to pave the way for and provide the local industry with the performance credibility required to succeed.
If the standard of performance and talent level showed promise, and there was sufficient interest from individuals in exploring musical
theatre, could a proposed Asian musical theatre hub be feasible? To do this, I needed to establish if there was not only fertile training
ground but also an audience, or perhaps there was an audience but a greater need for education in musical theatre as a form to help build
this audience base. These questions generated clarity in how to proceed and in appropriate modes of practice.
Over the course of the research period, I developed and led my own musical theatre workshops as one of my main methods of research.
These workshops allowed for complete immersion in my practice as a musical theatre performer, maker and educator, and enabled me
to assess the variety of backgrounds and interests of the participants, thus shedding light on the ‘bricolage’ (Stewart, 2007, p. 130) of
experiences through musical theatre interaction. This ‘bricolage’ refers to the wide variety of life stories of the individuals involved and
was something that I needed to be conscious of in determining how I might best teach these individuals. In a safe setting, participants could
learn more about musical theatre, contribute their own unique point of view and hone their craft. The diverse backgrounds and experiences
were given the chance for expression as participants worked together, bringing their own skill-sets, providing them with the opportunity
to learn from me and from each other in a positive and collaborative way. Choreographer Shaun McLeod has created a trenchant dance
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analogy stating that the “phenomenal orientation to dancing implies each dancer’s experience is different, that their internal understanding
will manifest in a unique way ... [highlighting] how each dancer embodies his sense of identity” (2007, p. 88).
The diverse backgrounds of the participants brought unique points of view and a variety in their creative output through how they
personally identified themselves in relation to musical theatre as well as with their fellow participants. These workshops, together with
the before and after focus groups, facilitated assessment of musical theatre interest through education. The fluidity and changeability of
workshops is highly desirable and truly enables the research to be led by practice (Mercer & Robson, 2012, p. 14).
In order to delimit scope, I initially intended to work with a cohort of young Asian performers in both Singapore and San Diego. I
wanted to use these workshops to instruct and observe the participants’ capacity to develop necessary skills in musical theatre and to see
whether educational musical theatre workshops would be effective in promoting the art form and enhancing greater interest among Asian
communities. With the shift of research focus to Singapore in Phase Two, the only performing arts high school in Singapore, School of the
Arts, Singapore (SOTA), was selected, and I conducted these workshops with high school students in the ninth to 12th grades.
These workshops each ran for a two-week period and consisted of:
• an overview and discussions on musical theatre
• acting techniques
• vocal symposiums
• musical theatre movement classes to hone performance skills
• an end-of-workshop cabaret performance showcase.
Collating all my data and research after the workshops from feedback, responses, observations and performances, using the Action Verb
Loop Learning Cycle, I analysed and reflected on the entire workshop journey. Much of this analysis is included in this thesis. Once this
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was completed, I took the successes and failures of the process and reconstructed the workshops, to be conducted once again. I returned to
SOTA the following year with a mix of participants, including several students who were involved in the first workshop alongside students
new to the workshop. This allowed me to refine the delivery process and observe how new students responded to the material as well as
how previous students progressed after a year had passed.
The second round of workshops took place at the College of Alice and Peter Tan (CAPT) at the National University of Singapore (NUS).
The participants were not performance majors and were older, being at university level. These variables were all taken into account and the
results were understandably different from those of the previous workshops. Beyond discovering talent and capabilities, I was also using
these workshops to assess whether a body of musical theatre advocates might be created through exposure to the form and experiences
garnered during the process for participants, the associated institution and the audience to the cabaret showcase on completion of the
workshop.
The success (and limitations) of the SOTA and NUS workshops prompted me to develop the next round of workshops in a different
direction. The final round of workshops was an experiment with a non-academic establishment with participants with little to no
performance history or training. One of the top Singapore theatre companies, Pangdemonium, was selected to host the two-week workshop
and it was open to the public, with interested participants ranging from 13 to 23 years of age. The experience, and hence results, was wildly
different to the other workshops, but still provided some interesting observations, both from me and from the participants, which will be
discussed during the detailed breakdown of Phase Two later in this thesis.
All four workshops provoked a sense of excitement for the musical theatre form that I felt was congruous with what is often seen as the
exuberance of musical theatre and the lofty, romantic dreams to which it is often attached. This idealism proved very compelling for high
school students and young performance enthusiasts, which led them to take greater risks in the performance space. Of course, I was not
immune to this enthusiasm either, and my intention became to see whether these workshops might prompt participants to develop their
skill-set beyond what I offered and to possibly consider the full-time study of, and an eventual career in, the art form.
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My other major research method, which encouraged immersion in and through my practice, involved the directing and choreographing of
musical theatre productions. As Haseman says, “Practitioner researchers do not merely ‘think’ their way through or out of a problem, but
rather they ‘practise’ to a resolution” (2007, p. 147). Using this sentiment, I was able to develop and reflect on two productions, Lucky Stiff
and Singapore 60s, to understand and assess the standard of aspiring musical theatre performers currently studying towards an honours
degree in the art form. This was undertaken at Lasalle College of the Arts (Lasalle), which offered the only honours degree programme in
musical theatre in the city-state. This qualification spanned three years, including a thesis requirement by the end of the study duration.
With a degree affiliation from Goldsmiths University of London, the musical theatre programme at Lasalle shows much promise. The
direct contact and approach used with the students provided during the course of my research proved an invaluable resource into the
current state of musical theatre training and the direct impact on the quality and quantity of the local musical theatre industry in Singapore.
I choreographed and directed the two aforementioned productions for Lasalle: Lucky Stiff and Singapore 60s. The former is a book
musical, written by Broadway stalwarts Stephen Flaherty and Lynn Ahrens; the second, Singapore 60s, was a cabaret revue with a local
flavour, celebrating the pop scene of 1960s Singapore. Through direction and choreography, both productions provided me with first-hand
opportunities to observe performers’ skills and ability in singing, acting and dancing. The former production used the third-year students,
who were in their final year before graduation. This allowed for a more realistic ‘real-world’ approach to assessment, in order to determine
their readiness to enter the industry. The latter production used the second-year students and focused more heavily on their ongoing
development. In a sense, this act of ‘live’ research, “implies the immediacy of performance-driven investigations and the reverberations that
trail in their wake” (Mercer & Robson, 2012, p. 11). These projects also provided me with insight into the pedagogical standards in acting,
singing and dance.
As a musical theatre practitioner, I was primed as a worthy candidate to conduct this research. As Zachary Dunbar expounds, “the
interdisciplinary and the holistic experience of the field already prepare the way for multimodal forms of research” (2014, p. 72).
During the course of the research, I was able to synthesise what I had discovered as strengths and limitations in the programmes, in the
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hope of developing curriculum and best teaching and learning practice. It was my aim that this approach would eventually increase the
competitiveness and resilience of the professional industry. For consistency during the writing of this thesis, all workshop and Lasalle
student participants will be referred to only by their first name.

5) Analyse
Collins describes analysis as “an ongoing activity, which not only answers your question but also gives you the directions for future data
collection” (2010, p. 173). I took the information gathered from the practice-led components of my research and analysed the responses to
direction, resistances to instruction, triumphs and breakthroughs, and talent and capability limitations: “Such procedures put your research
project into perspective and assist you in testing the hypotheses … [and help you to] convert data into information and knowledge, and
explore the relationship between variables” (Collins, 2010, p. 173). The varied results were then considered, with the successes forming the
base for future experimentation and expansion. The failures were deliberated upon carefully to uncover ways to avoid them in subsequent
practices. The analysis approach was situational in nature:
Here, conditions of the situation are in the situation. There is no such thing as ‘context’. The conditional elements of the situation need to be
specified in the analysis of the situation itself, as they are constitutive of it, not merely surrounding it or framing it or contributing to it. They are
it. (Outhwaite et al., 2007, p. 432)

There was something organic about the nature of the analysis; it often quite simply happened while conducting the workshops and directing
and choreographing the productions. That is not to say I was hands-off, but rather my critical thinking brain was always charged with how
to draw from every experience. Changes were often implemented on the spot, or within the next day or two, in accordance to the fluid
nature of the helming of the projects. Sensitivity in the active and present moment was vital in the execution of this step. I considered each
twist and turn while in the practice, noting that “everything in the situation both constitutes and affects most everything else in the situation
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in some way” (Outhwaite et al., 2007, p. 436). Notes were written during each session, and after each day, journaling allowed me to
critically reflect on all responses and outcomes. This manner of analysis in practice enabled me to embrace the fluidity of the variables with
regard to the performers and participants, their responses to instruction, and the results from direction. As I discovered:
The province of [practice-led] research, accordingly, is the world of lived experience, for this is where individual belief and action intersect with
culture. Under this model there is no preoccupation with discourse and method as material interpretive practices that constitute representation
and description. (Outhwaite et al., 2007, p. 580)

6) Reflect
Donald Schön expounds on the benefits of reflection in and on action, describing it as a method of addressing situations through critique
and analysis of loopholes or problems. He stresses its importance by stating that “the dilemma of rigor or relevance may be dissolved if
we can develop an epistemology of practice which places technical problem solving within a broader context of reflective inquiry” (1983,
p. 69). Reflective inquiry is the one method that occurred at every stage of the research process: through the process of observation, the
conferences that I participated in, the interviews and focus groups held, and the analysis of my main practice-led components, including
reflection on the process during and after the musical theatre workshops and productions. The journaling and reviewing of material, which
acted as a means of recordkeeping and referencing for creative development purposes, also enhanced the reflection process when revisiting
the situations that arose. Beyond the personal thought process, reflection also occurred through the two major methods of visual and textual
documentation.
Visual documentation occurred predominantly during the workshops and productions. I used a digital camera to film the workshops,
rehearsals, and productions, for use in later reflection on the direction of, and response to, these. Textual documentation in the form of
a journal served as a complementary form of tangible reflection. For each workshop and rehearsal session I wrote a conclusion, which
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I later reviewed to glean insights, opinions and interesting issues that arose. “Through reflection [one] can surface and criticize the tacit
understandings that have grown up around the repetitive experiences of a specialized practice, and can make new sense of the situations of
uncertainty or uniqueness” (1983, p. 61).
Productions observed were also documented and reflected on, as were conference proceedings, interview sessions and feedback from focus
groups. Interesting findings were noted and considered for subsequent research within this study. All of these avenues served as reflections
on the currency of my research, how participants were responding, and what could be done to enhance the experiences in practice. Siobhan
Murphy notes that, “many artists engage in writing of some kind or another as part of their practice, often in the form of journaling. ...
Formal writing can become a primary site for the rigor ... that characterises artistic research” (2012, p. 165). These major methods of active
documentation are vital to the reflective process.
The emergent nature of practice-led research is vital in my methodology: I sought to answer my research questions using immersive
experience through both phases of my research, particularly in Singapore in Phrase Two. Essentially, my musical theatre practice
represented the “chief evidence brought forward in the evaluation of research outcomes and of the quality of new knowledge” (Dunbar,
2014, p. 59). Through the workshops conducted and productions helmed, I would observe the responses from participants and allow them
to speak to my research, determining what was needed to enhance the experience and dictating the subsequent direction the research would
take, thus allowing for decisions to be unrestricted and arise organically. The fluidity required in practice would allow the expected and/or
unexpected results to dictate the direction of my research and propel me forward.
With the methodology laid out, I embarked on my research journey, beginning in America—the birthplace of musical theatre—full with the
knowledge that I needed to go back before I could move forward.
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Origins
Musical theatre is a rich, expressive and diverse art form comprising the amalgamation of music, drama and dance (Mourik, 2008, p. 213).
It has been in existence for slightly over 150 years since its inception in the US. According to musical theatre historian Stanley Green,
“Although there were many earlier examples of dramas interspersed with music and dancing, The Black Crook, in 1866, was the first truly
successful venture in the US to combine the two forms of entertainment” (1984, p. 1). As described by Raymond Knapp, the show was
“originally conceived as a melodrama—a type of theatrical entertainment with musical accompaniment, spoken dialogue, and pantomime,
but little or no singing” (2006a, p. 20). During its journey to the New York stage, the show absorbed a Parisian ballet troupe attempting
to mount another show there, which failed to come to fruition. Although this maverick production was a pioneer in the new art form, the
performance actually stumbled upon these discoveries by accident. With the addition of balletic dance, alongside music and text, a new art
form was created. What made The Black Crook so viable, as the commonly agreed upon first American musical, was its ability to balance a
seriousness of subject matter with light humour and frivolity while blending the major elements of song, movement, theatrics and spectacle.
According to Knapp (2006a), The Black Crook arguably gave birth to the American musical art form alongside an ideological interplay
that played to a need for recovery after the American Civil War. The goal of reunification in the US, along with continued expansion, the
approaching turn of the century and the assertion of political independence from Europe, helped to shape views on what it meant to be
‘American’ (p. 8). Musicals played an important role during this period, which Knapp explains:
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Since what happened on stage not only brought a specific audience together within a constructed community, but also sent that audience out into
a larger community armed with songs to be shared, providing at least some basis for achieving a sense of unity among the increasingly varied
peoples of a country expanding rampantly both geographically and through immigration. (2006a, p. 8)

The American musical developed out of various traditions in the 19th century, both in Europe as well as in America, and drew from popular
performance genres of the time such as melodrama, minstrelsy, burlesque, extravaganza, pantomime, revue and vaudeville. “The English
comic operas of Gilbert and Sullivan, the French opéra bouffe of Offenbach, and the Viennese operettas” (Green & Ginell, 2011, p. xxviii)
played integral parts in shaping the mould that would eventually become defined as American musical comedy. Gilbert and Sullivan’s light
opera tradition became a focal point for America’s redefinition. The dynamic duo had begun the process of integrating their operettas so
that the lyrics and dialogue advanced a coherent story. However, it was only at the start of the 20th century that the concept was solidified,
most notably through the acknowledged first auteur of the art form, George M. Cohan (Knapp, 2006b, p. 1). Before Cohan, much of the
art form interpolated songs into the show and placed the dance numbers, comedic acts and dramatic scenes in separate sections with no
particular cohesion in plot. The lack of a theme and proper structure did not allow for a sense of unity, with sequencing merely acting as
a loose paradigm to highlight the different performers and their varied talents, similar to the music hall and vaudeville acts of the 19th
century. Cohan took the various elements and blended them into one performance, creating “musical comedy that effectively helped free
the play and its music and dance for the vernacular, to make it move toward and become a musical” (Walsh & Platt, 2003, p. 39), while
adding an element of patriotism that drew attention to, reinforced and celebrated American life.
Broadway runs right through midtown, Manhattan. It was here that musical theatre productions gained momentum and became an
indelible part of the city construct. Although the 40 theatres currently in use today are not all located on Broadway itself, 39 are found on,
adjacent or parallel to the main Broadway tributary. When the word ‘Broadway’ is used today, it refers to not only the entire district that
houses all the various theatres, but also the commercial and mainstream operation of theatre making, including venues of more than 500
audience capacity. In 1904, the Broadway theatre district was created when the city named Longacre Square ‘Times Square’ in honour
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of the newspaper The New York Times, with the subway cementing the heart of the city soon after (Dupre, Kantor & Rosenthal, 2005).
At the dawn of the 20th century, with the convergence of musical theatre productions in Times Square and the incipient formation of this
distinctively American art form, the Broadway musical gradually received acknowledgement as a veritable form of entertainment.
From the start of the 20th century, the Broadway musical continued to develop under the genre of musical comedy. Revues were still
largely popular, interpolating songs and specialty acts to feature the various stars, comedians and dancers of the time. Until the mid-1920s,
there was a considerable overlap of the various styles that had contributed to the development of the musical, which “gave the musical a
hybrid nature rather than the distinctive form that it would eventually take as the ‘classic’ Broadway musical” (Walsh & Platt, 2003, p.
51). In 1927, the Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein II musical Show Boat was mounted on Broadway. Musical theatre historian Miles
Kreuger pointed out “the history of the American musical theatre [was] divided quite simply into two eras. Everything before Show Boat
and everything after Show Boat” (Dupre et al., 2005).
Hammerstein was interested in elevating the musical aesthetic through the integration of music as drama, believing that musical numbers
should be derived from the text and needs of the characters and should be indicative of their personalities (Walsh & Platt, 2003, p. 101). He
imagined that all songs and dance numbers needed to be fully integrated into the plot of the show and that the musical had to be driven by
the dramatic text, as opposed to the usual approach of letting the songs dictate the structure of the musical:
Through the influence of Kern and Hammerstein’s Show Boat, Broadway’s first serious attempt at a modern musical play, creators of musicals
began showing greater concern for the stories and the way music and lyrics augmented and embellished them. (Green & Ginell, 2011, p. xxix)

In 1927, Show Boat, arguably the most important and monumental breakthrough on the musical theatre stage, resembled no other of the
operettas or musical comedies, instead having a layered plot set to music. It was America’s first real musical play (Bordman & Norton,
2010, p. 490) and it succeeded in firmly establishing a cultural and nationalistic identity in the US through the art form. The success of
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this musical theatre venture with Kern spurred Hammerstein to further this new direction of musical theatre on which he had embarked.
This refinement would eventually lead to the mounting of the seminal work Oklahoma! (1943) with a new composer collaborator, Richard
Rodgers. As stated by musical theatre historian John Lahr, “musical theatre continued to develop, particularly apart from the comedy, after
the success of the Rodgers and Hammerstein collaboration and from that point on, the creative drive of the show was from the writers of
the show” (Dupre et al., 2005).
With the vision that began in Show Boat and the successful refinement of the art form in Oklahoma!, the Broadway musical as we know
it today (commonly known as the book musical) was born. Through the continued Rodgers and Hammerstein collaborations, the first
Broadway musical with major and/or supporting Asian-specific roles would debut six years after Oklahoma!, in 1949, in the form of South
Pacific.
The Breakdown
Since the turn of the last century, the Broadway musical has been entertaining the world, growing in production quality, message, style
variations, universal appeal and popularity. It has celebrated and highlighted the changes in the US and provided entertainment to the
American people. New works and musical revivals debut every Broadway season, adding to the already vast and rich history of the
chronicled musical form. According to the Broadway League, the official national trade association for the Broadway industry (“The
Broadway League”, 2012, para. 3), 212 new shows have debuted in the past five Broadway seasons. Of these shows, 77 were musicals,
comprising 24 revivals and 53 new works (Figure 3).
According to theatre reviewer Ian MacBey, the increase of revivals has been due to escalating production costs. Audience members have
come to expect return for their money, prompting producers and creative teams to turn to “the revivals of shows which tried, tested, and
sanctified by reputation are seen (justifiably or not) as being worth the price of admission” (Green & Ginell, 2011, p. xxiii). With an
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BROADWAY SEASON STATISTICS AT A GLANCE
2013-14

2012-13

2011-12

2010-11**

2009-10

12,214,823
10,070,258
2,037,555
107,010

11,569,711
9,081,636
2,402,530
85,545

^

12,534,595
10,369,671#

11,887,267
9,694,383
2,192,884

$1,268,881,236
$1,072,513,451
$189,482,399
$6,885,386

$1,138,734,331
$930,407,887
$198,313,560
$10,012,884

$1,139,311,457^
$933,902,247
$186,119,248^
$19,289,962

1,080,562,880#
$915,671,419#

1,496
1,123
355
18

1,430
978
437
15

1,522^
1,080
420^
22

1,588#
1,163#

44* (incl 1 r/e)
16 (14+ new, 2 rev)
25 (12+ new, 12 rev*, 1 r/e)
3

46 (incl 2 r/e)
15 (9 new, 2 r/e, 4 rev)
26 (14 new, 12 rev)
5

41 (incl 1 r/e)
15 (8 new, 1 r/e, 6 rev)
23 (17 new, 6 rev)
3

$98.42
$102.45
$82.54
$117.05

$92.37
$94.85
$79.54
$129.69

ATTENDANCE
Musicals
Plays
Specials
GROSS
Musicals
Plays
Specials
PLAYING WEEKS
Musicals
Plays
Specials
NEW SHOWS
Musicals
Plays
Specials

AVG. PAID ADMISSION
Musicals
Plays
Specials
(rev = revival; r/e = return engagement)

$103.88
$106.50
$92.99
$64.34

12,334,312

9,845,740
2,339,831^
148,741

2,109,386
55,538

$158,405,348
$6,486,113

NA

$1,020,217,201
$860,603,060
$159,614,141

416
9

NA

1,464
1,060
404
0

42
39 (incl 1 r/e)
14 (12 new, 2 rev) 17 (10 new, 1 r/e, 6 rev)
25 (17 new, 8 rev)
22 (14 new, 8 rev)
3
0
$86.21
$88.30
$75.10
$116.79

$85.82
$88.77
$72.79

NA

*Four productions ran in repertory this season and each has been counted separately. They were No Man's Land with Waiting for Godot and Richard III with Twelfth Night .
+Four productions, two plays (The Cripple of Inishmaan and Lady Day at Emerson's Bar and Grill ) and two musicals (Hedwig and the Angy Inch and Violet ), had their Broadway premieres this
season and are counted as "new" productions here. However, these productions were identified as revivals per rule 2 "h" of the Tony Awards rules and regulations.
**To account for variances in the calendar year, a 53rd week is added to the season every seven years. The 2010-11 season was a 53-week year. Had the season ended the week prior,
grosses for the season would have been $1.057 billion with attendance at 12.26 million.
#Spider-Man Turn Off The Dark began performances during the 2010-11 season but did not officially open until the 2011-12 season. Therefore, its gross, attendance and playing weeks for
those previews are included in the 2010-11 season although the official opening was tallied within 2011-12.

^Harvey began previews during the 2011-12 season but did not officially open until the 2012-13 season. Therefore, its gross, attendance and playing weeks for those previews are included in
the 2011-12 season although the official opening was tallied within 2012-13.

www.BroadwayLeague.com

●

www.IBDB.com

Figure 3. Broadway Season Statistics in the Last Five Years. (“Broadway Season Statistics at a Glance,” 2014).
(Exception to copyright. Section: ss40, 103C. Exception: Research or study.)
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average output of 10 new musicals per year, the number of musicals created since the early 1900s has long surpassed the thousand mark.
Regardless of whether the production is a new work or a revival, musical theatre is a growing economy of scale, of ideological interplay
and a platform reviewing the social and cultural paradigm of a particular time and place.
The Racial Divide
The Broadway musical has always been a medium for artistic expression, as well as a space to voice concerns, while shaping and defining a
unified cultural and nationalistic identity through entertainment. American in origin, it plays to:
American audiences, who will be acutely aware of anything that challenges their notions of what or who America is or stands for, or of its place
in the world. If Americans see representatives of other lands and cultures on the musical stage, they will see them in relation to some sense of
who they are as Americans. (Pao, 2012, p. 37)

With European immigrants making up the primary demographic in America, musical theatre has followed this trend and catered to a
predominantly Anglo-Saxon audience with similar representation on stage, in which “all major characters in theatre and film were played
by White actors” (E. K. Lee, 2006, p. 14). Endless stars have been established in every decade of the past century, from early breakout stars
like Al Jolson, Fred Astaire and Gertrude Lawrence, to mid-century stalwarts such as Ethel Merman, Julie Andrews and Dick Van Dyke.
Current 21st century thespians include Kristin Chenoweth, Idina Menzel, Neil Patrick Harris, Matthew Broderick, Nathan Lane and Sutton
Foster.
In 1921, Shuffle Along became the first major successful African-American musical. As noted American poet and playwright Langston
Hughes described it, “Shuffle Along gave a scintillating send off to that ‘negro vogue’ in Manhattan. It gave that proper push that spread
to books, African sculpture, music and dancing” (Dupre et al., 2005). Since then, the African-American voice has grown and gained status
with prominent roles in Broadway musicals such as Porgy & Bess (1935), Dreamgirls (1981), The Lion King (1997), Ragtime (1998),
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Hairspray (2002), The Color Purple (2005) and Sister Act (2011). African-American musical theatre stars include Audra McDonald, Ben
Vereen, Jennifer Holliday and Gregory Hines. The shows and performers listed here are only a sampling, as there have been a slew of
musicals and performers that have come into prominence as each decade has passed.
Hispanic and Latino performers have had their fair share of struggles with regard to representation on the Great White Way. Even with West
Side Story (1957), the dramatic musical retelling of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, Hispanic and Latino actors would embody the Puerto
Rican characters even if they were not of that racial descent. Nevertheless, West Side Story made a star out of Chita Rivera, who went on
to create lead roles in musicals such as Bye Bye Birdie (1960), Chicago (1975) and Kiss of the Spiderwoman (1993). Rivera paved the way
for other Hispanic and Latino performers in musicals such as A Chorus Line (1975), Nine (1982), Rent (1996) and In the Heights (2008).
As with African-American specific musicals, these shows only represent a small sample of musicals that have been mounted on Broadway.
Stars such as Lin-Manuel Miranda, Raul Esparza, Priscilla Lopez and Daphne Rubin-Vega continue to perform in major productions on
Broadway on a regular basis. Rivera recently starred in a revival of the hit Broadway musical The Mystery of Edwin Drood (2012) and the
new Kander and Ebb musical, The Visit (2015); Miranda played lead roles in the revivals of both Merrily We Roll Along (2012) and Tick,
Tick… Boom! (2014) as part of the Broadway and Off-Broadway Encore! series respectively, as well as in the new Broadway musical
Hamilton (2015).
The rise of the Asian performer, on the other hand, has been distinctly slower. Of the countless Broadway musicals mounted, only a handful
feature major and/or supporting Asian-specific roles. Some of the notable musicals are:
South Pacific (1949)
The King & I (1951)
Flower Drum Song (1958)
Lovely Ladies, Kind Gentlemen (1970)
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A Chorus Line (1975)
Pacific Overtures (1976)
The Mystery of Edwin Drood (1985)
Anything Goes (1987 and 2011 revival versions only)
Shogun: The Musical (1990)
Miss Saigon (1991)
Thoroughly Modern Millie (2002)
Avenue Q (2003)
Bombay Dreams (2004)
The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee (2005)
Priscilla Queen of the Desert (2011)
Allegiance (2015)
Broadway musicals with major and/or supporting Asian-specific roles represent only approximately one per cent of shows mounted on
Broadway. Why has there been such a dearth in Asian-specific roles written in Broadway musicals? The answer appears to be quite simple,
but is of course representative of a complex ideological interplay. Historically, Broadway creative teams and producers have been first
and second-generation European Jewish immigrants, including pioneers such as Hammerstein. In attempting to prove fully and display
Jewish assimilation desires in America, immigrants made a concerted effort to dissociate their Jewishness from Communism by reinforcing
their patriotic American ideals. “By championing civil liberties, … Jews could demonstrate that they were good Americans while also
protecting themselves from antisemitism” (Most, 2000, p. 309). Musical theatre proved the perfect platform to display the American values
of equality and democracy as proof of loyalty. Jewish composers and lyricists, who constitute a large percentage of the musical theatre
industry, created from what they knew, including depicting and reinforcing a perception of America and American-ness, with Caucasian
representation predominating the stories and roles. Moreover, as the population of New York City was dominated by Caucasians, it was
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inevitable and understandable that the roles created and portrayed
on stage would strongly reflect this demographic. However, while
uncovering the inequity in casting decisions, I noted that, in the
2010 US census numbers, only 62 per cent of people living in New
York City identified as Anglo-Saxon (Kennedy, 2013).
On 13 February 2012, the New York-based Asian American
Performers Action Coalition (AAPAC) hosted an industry
roundtable at Fordham University and revealed a pie chart that
presented the casting statistics (Figure 4).
Even though “Asian-Americans make up 12.9 percent of the
population of New York City—and are considered the city’s fastest
growing minority group” (Gener, 2012, para. 10), Asians only
make up three per cent of the Broadway casting decisions in plays
and musicals:
Figure 4. Broadway Casting in the Last Five Years.
Of the 3530 roles cast in Broadway Theatres over the
last 5 years only, 54 Asian American actors were cast.
(AAPAC, 2012, p. 4). (Exception to copyright. Section: ss40, 103C.
African American actors and Latino actors saw increases in
Exception: Research or study.)
representation [but] the increase in minority acting roles did not
benefit Asian American actors. Asian Americans were the only
minority group to see their numbers go down. (M. Lee, February 17, 2012, para. 7)
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At the 13th Annual AAP conference in Florida, upcoming scholar Rui Zhang (2013) presented his paper called “BANG! Backfire!:
Reinforcement of Stereotypes in Flower Drum Song and the Dichotomy of Chinese-American Community”. Zhang highlighted the
historical embargo of the Chinese Exclusion Act placed on the Chinese in America, which was only repealed on 17 December 1943, when
China became an ally of the US against Japan in World War II. The exclusion of the Chinese from the US for more than half a century
corroborated my assumptions on an undercurrent of dislike and distrust of the Chinese, which I would suggest has contributed to an
inequity still present today. The Cold War and the rise of Communism in China and the South East Asian region did nothing to allay this
sense of fear of, and ignorance about, people of Asian descent. In an article about the political and ideological discourses at play in South
Pacific, Andrea Most argues that Rodgers and Hammerstein, in fear of the ever-powerful House Un-American Activities Committee,
attempted to make a work that introduced changing notions of race relations in America. All the while, they were fearful of what was often
seen as an undeniable connection between communist sympathies and Jewishness: “Even Jews with impeccable anticommunist records
were wary of Cold War demagogues and feared the connections they perceived between anticommunist demagoguery, neofascism, and
anti-Semitism” (2000, p. 309). Musical theatre, like any art form, is not immune to its socio-political and historical context, and the legacies
of these ideologies are long lasting.
With the history of differing ideological forces seemingly preventing Asian representation in story, why was there also a lack of Asian
representation in those Broadway musicals with Asian-specific roles? The more recent phenomenon of colour-blind casting, which
assumes that the best person should be given the role, suggests we should see an increased representation of Asian people playing nonAsian roles. However, this also means that non-Asians can be cast in Asian roles, bringing its own particular sensitivities. This seemingly
equitable approach to race-conscious casting practice only began to evolve and become common from the 1960s. As Angela Pao states, it
“represented a shift in theatrical signification of an order that had last occurred in Anglo-American theater three hundred years earlier, when
female parts began being played by female actors” (2011, p. 26). In the Asian community, the option for Asian performers to actors of other
cultural groups has been significant, even though this has not been commonly achieved on a grand scale, as have the casting practices in
reverse.
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Even with a practice like non-traditional casting, intended to benefit minorities in casting practices, Asian actors and Asian stories appear to
be continuing to lose out to their Caucasian counterparts. As I reviewed casting practices in the musicals with Asian-specific roles, I found
an alarming number of performers of other races portraying Asians. Despite the debates over the reverse effects of casting with the plethora
of Caucasian-specific roles, Asian performers appear to be losing the battle to be properly represented even within the limitations of the
meagre roles specific to their racial/cultural/ethnic heritage.
In reviewing the questions beginning to form in my mind, my research design was set in motion and I sought to discover the reason for
the lack of Asian representation and the seemingly deliberate casting prejudices in the musical theatre industry on Broadway. Having been
raised in a country in which these issues did not exist on a personal front, the predicament of the Asian community, represented by Chinese,
Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, Indian and many other sub-groups, in Broadway musicals was something I was not privy to prior to my
research. I had experienced a few similar situations but nothing prepared me for the severity of the circumstances and the currency of the
struggles. I sought to unearth the root of the problems in the hope of discovering equitable solutions.
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Who Am I?
I was born in Singapore—a country that prided itself in being a melting pot of cultures. With Chinese, Malay, Indian and Western cultures
all melded together, the city-state truly was a reflection of its varied immigrant history. Growing up Chinese in Singapore meant that
I belonged to the predominant race in the country and never had to consider the notion of being the outsider, or ‘other’. I never had to
contemplate what it felt like, racially, being a minority in the country I called home. That being said, I moved to the US at the age of five.
Due to my relatively young age in America, not many issues were raised about race as I grew up in Washington DC. It helped that I also
stayed in a predominantly Asian enclave and had a majority of Asian friends. It was only when I returned to Singapore as I approached my
teenage years, and began my journey in theatre that questions of culture and identity began to surface.
I began my full-time career as a performer at the age of 15, delving headlong into the world of entertainment, starring in numerous English
and Mandarin television shows, hosting bilingual programmes, and performing in plays, films and musicals in both English and Mandarin. I
also recorded several pop singles in both languages and a National Day song and music video, which is still played on primetime television
every year, leading up to Singapore’s Independence Day celebrations. By the time I was in my late teens, I was an entertainment veteran,
enjoying success in the various performing arts genres in Singapore.
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My passion was primarily in musical theatre and I performed extensively
in professional local productions. Singapore’s musical theatre scene offered
locally written and conceived musicals, most commonly in English, but also
in a variety of other languages and dialects. Being well versed in several
of these languages and dialects allowed for ease of access as I transitioned
between these different forms of linguistic expression. This was displayed
most successfully when I played the title role in a Singapore musical, Mr.
Beng (1999), and had to sing, dance and act while using all three languages
within the same performance (Figure 5).
Although locally conceived and created musicals did have a voice in the
community, they did not have as much impact as the English language
performances that were essentially mountings of productions from the West.
Broadway musicals had a significant influence on the burgeoning theatre
scene, and numerous productions from professional tours, as well as local
mountings, were presented on a regular basis. Successful locally created
musicals that continue to enjoy revivals and regional tours include Dick
Lee’s seminal work, Beauty World (1988) and Ken Low’s Chang & Eng
(1997), based on the real Siamese twins of the same name; however, these
are few and far between. During this period, race was never discussed or
agonised over and I had the wonderful experience of playing characters
from all ethnic backgrounds and walks of life. In one instance, I performed
as Jewish revolutionary ‘Perchik’ in the Broadway musical Fiddler on the
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Figure 5. Caleb Goh (Mr. Beng) in Mr. Beng. (“Mr. Beng”, June
13, 1999). Photograph: Caleb Goh.
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Roof (1964) (Figure 6). Perhaps this is partly indicative of
choice; more often than not, you had to play a character other
than your own ethnic heritage, as to perform or not to perform
was based on what was available, and the predominance of the
traditional Broadway musical reined true.

Figure 6. Caleb Goh (Perchik) and Emma Yong (Hodel) in the Drama Box
1999 Singaporean production of Fiddler on the Roof. (“Fiddler On the Roof”,
September 22, 1964). Photograph: Caleb Goh.

Working in the theatre industry and through exposure to
the incipient variety in musical theatre helped me begin to
understand and embrace the uniqueness and intricacy of its
Western construct, amid my Asian cultural upbringing. I took
the culture of my people and their artistic avenues and melded
them with the art forms that I had been exposed to from the
West through the various entertainment mediums available in
Singapore. I see this as a type of hybridisation. Homi Bhabha
observes:

Hybridity is the revaluation of the assumption of colonial identity
through the repetition of discriminatory identity effects. It displays
the necessary deformation and displacement of all sites of discrimination and domination. It unsettles the mimetic or narcissistic demands of
colonial power but reimplicates its identifications in strategies of subversion that turn the gaze of the discriminated back upon the eye of power.
(1994, p. 112)

In viewing the coloniser through an artistic lens—as Singapore was previously a British colony—I weighed the value of the West’s artistic
contributions against those of my own personal ‘other’ heritage, critically analysing each form, output and inspiration, and promptly
discarding that in which I did not believe or for which I felt I had no use. I did not realise at that time, that my childhood spent in the US
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had subconsciously shaped my identity. There had always been a subtle hinting of displacement in Singapore, which I was only beginning
to grasp and understand. It was this cultural hybridisation of styles, ideas, visions and forms of expression that helped to define who I was
and shape my artistic outlook. I had firmly and proudly established my identity as one of a ‘banana’. I had Asian roots but my influences
were distinctly Western in flavour. Simply put, I was yellow on the outside, but white within—hence the tropical fruit analogy (Lui, 2012,
para. 2). Some view the traversing of East and West as cultural dilution or the offensive cultural idiom of not being ‘Asian’ enough. In
Singapore, this meld of influences was accepted as a way of life. I did not view my heritage and personal identity in a derogatory fashion,
but sought to embrace the varied influences that defined me.
Working as a full-time performer exponentially increased my thirst for knowledge in the field of theatre. I decided to embark on an
academic journey in the arts, following a path that was slowly becoming more accepted in Singapore.
Journey to the West
My theatre education commenced after high school, but by this stage I was a seasoned entertainer and musical theatre performer. I pursued
a Bachelor of Arts in Drama from Queensland University of Technology (QUT) in Brisbane, Australia, giving me a breadth of insight
into scholastic research, instilling in me an intrigue for the mechanics of drama that went beyond mere performance. Why did certain
playwrights write in particular ways? How did stage space alter audience perception? What social and political agendas were unmasked
through each production? Musical theatre, being my first love, demanded further exploration. I packed my bags and returned to the US to
pursue a Master of Fine Arts in Musical Theatre at San Diego State University (SDSU) in San Diego, California. It is currently only one of
a handful of higher degree programmes in musical theatre offered in the US. I studied the history of musical theatre, the various genres of
music making and the inception of musical theatre dance on stage, vastly enhancing my knowledge in directorial techniques, choreographic
instruction, vocal pedagogy, history and appreciation, and the performance synthesis of voice, text and movement.
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While I was learning more about musical theatre and its history, I performed in professional musical theatre companies around San Diego.
It was through the study of the art form, and the practical performance work that I was doing, that I discovered the notion and impact of
Orientalism. As defined by Edward Said, Orientalism is “a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient’s special
place in European Western experience” (1991, p. 1). The characters in musicals written for Asians were few and far between, and even
when there were musicals that featured Asian characters, they were painted in stereotypical, often uncomplimentary ways, and principally
as the exotic ‘other’. As Said continues:
The electronic, postmodern world ... has been a reinforcement of the stereotypes by which the Orient is viewed. Television, the films, and all
the media’s resources have forced information into more and more standardized molds. So far as the Orient is concerned, standardization and
cultural stereotyping have intensified the hold of the nineteenth-century academic and imaginative demonology of “the mysterious Orient”.
(1991, p. 26)

Being a ‘triple threat’ was an asset in the musical theatre industry: I have the ability to dance, sing and act. The work was constant and
exhilarating, but the more I delved into the musical theatre world, the more fervently I tried to peel the layers shielding the truth about
Asians and their position in the hierarchy of the art form. What I suspected was that Broadway was created and run by individuals with
little first-hand experience in Asian cultural heritage, making works in environments where knowing more and embracing inclusivity was
a foreign concept. The rare musicals created with Asian roles in them had an aura of overt and unsavoury Orientalism, which homogenised
and simplified the culture, leaving the core truth of the Asian identity concealed (Scott, 2008, p. 66). This view had been perpetuated for
decades, in my mind, sullying the musical theatre community. I understood that suggesting that there was an essential or universal truth to a
racial group was, in itself, suggestive of a type of Orientalism. What was this supposed core truth of Asian identity? I was flummoxed. My
sense of displacement while living in the US was further compounded by my hybrid upbringing in Singapore. The Asian value system of
reverse Orientalism had almost too successfully “rework[ed] a Western construct of Asia ... reposition[ing] the Asian self as spiritually and
morally superior to the West” (Hales, 2009, p. 53). Through my cultural upbringing in Singapore and the way I created my hybrid identity,
I had long reversed the Western elitist mentality back on to the coloniser, believing strongly in the validity in the artistic contribution that I
offered from my Asian heritage.
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In California, the notion of the superiority of the
Western cultural construct in opposition to the
‘otherness’ of non-Western cultures was palpable
through the librettos read, the shows seen, and the
interactions with fellow actors and theatre makers.
Priorities in role allocation or size of parts were
consistently given to Caucasian performers. Audition
notices seeking a plethora of Caucasian characters
with a few ethnic ones to fill minor parts frustrated
me. I wondered why every Asian musical theatre actor
had to wait for the rare casting call for South Pacific
(1949), The King and I (1951) or Miss Saigon (1991).
While waiting, we had to battle against the odds to win
coveted roles not normally awarded to actors of colour.
I was, however, triumphant on many occasions (Figure
7 and Figure 8), landing roles traditionally written for
and played by non-Asian actors. This was not meant to
undermine the casting struggles of other racial groups,
but was merely an indication of my personal triumphs
as an Asian actor pursuing, and finding, success in the
industry. Yet I still questioned my place in the art form
that I had grown to cherish, respect and regard as my
own.

Figure 7. Caleb Goh (Abel), David Engel (Adam) and Bets Malone (Eve) in the
Moonlight Stage 2003 Californian production of Children of Eden. (“Children of
Eden”, January 8, 1991). Photograph: Caleb Goh.

Figure 8. Caleb Goh (Paul) and Monica Quintanilla (Hattie) in the Moonlight
Stage 2004 Californian production of Kiss Me Kate. (“Kiss Me Kate”, December
30, 1948). Photograph: Caleb Goh.
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In 2006, Moonlight Stage Productions, a professional,
regional theatre company based in San Diego, California,
struggled to cast an Asian role in the musical Thoroughly
Modern Millie (2002). Early in the casting process, they
offered me the role of the younger Chinese brother, Ching
Ho. A month went by before they managed to secure an actor
for the role of the older brother, Bun Foo. It took them that
long to scour the city for a suitable candidate. Even with
the extensive search, the actor they cast was not of Asian
descent. He had to resort to ‘yellowface’ makeup during the
performances (Figure 9). ‘Yellowface’ is the term used for a
person of another race wearing makeup or prosthetics to look
Asian. Beyond that, it also describes the prejudice against
casting Asians in Asian roles (Padgett, 2012, para. 1).
The (lack of) voice of Asian performers and what I saw
Figure 9. Caleb Goh (Ching Ho) and Charles Hand (Bun Foo) in the Moonlight
as the Orientalist views in the musical theatre industry,
Stage 2006 Californian production of Thoroughly Modern Millie. (“Thoroughly
Modern Millie”, April 18, 2002). Photograph: Caleb Goh.
regardless of how romantic the notion, lit a fire within
me. Famous German playwright Bertolt Brecht partially
conceived his theatre of alienation on the basis of an informal, chance meeting with the traditional Chinese actor Mei Lan Fang, whose
unique performance technique and style Brecht admired. Unfortunately, due to his colonial assumptions and partial understanding, Brecht
failed to grasp the philosophies, skill and training of Mei’s art form. “We have to be increasingly mindful of histories that are seemingly
not our own. Otherwise we risk being ... ignorant of what we are looking at yet in love with what we think we see” (Martin, 1999, p. 83).
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Asians had long been neglected on the Broadway stage and when they were featured in shows, the roles bordered on insulting stereotypes
created by producers and creative teams based on what they thought they knew of Asian identity, culture and heritage. The charge
frequently made according to Pao is “that ethnic and racial difference is not considered in depth but is reduced to an excuse for having
people of color sing and dance to entertain almost exclusively white audiences” (2012, p. 38). Of the limited shows that have featured
or highlighted Asian characters, few have actually managed to go successfully beyond what Knapp describes as a type of romance, keen
interest and admiration for the ‘other’. Many that acknowledge the Orientalism apparent, develop hubris—believing that with their
superlative understanding of this exotic ‘other’, they are capable of reclaiming what has been lost along the way due to other colonisers’
myopic views of Asian cultures (2006a, p. 249). The assumed superiority often prevents complete immersion in the culture of the ‘other’
and leads to only a surface understanding of their ways and means. As observed by Lei Ouyang Bryant, “the negotiation of audience,
political representation, and aesthetics will always be particular to the individual artists, their experience, and their community combined
with the creative processes of creativity and expression; the results are always varied” (2009, p. 24).
In the case of musical theatre libretto and character constructs, the exotic is often painted in a way that is either stereotypical, racist or both.
I will continue with this assertion through an analysis of the classic Asian musical theatre representation in South Pacific (1949), The King
and I (1951), Miss Saigon (1991), Thoroughly Modern Millie (2002) and Bombay Dreams (2004).

Cries from Within: The Struggles &
of Triumphs
the Asian Voice
of Creating
in Musical
a Singaporean
Theatre Voice in Musical Theatre

41

REVIEWING THE SITUATION

Stereotypes
In the 1920s and 1930s, the vaudevillian approach to identity, culture and race in musical comedy helped to elevate the inherent
racial divisions that plagued the US, while maintaining a mask of sensitivity through humour (Most, 2000, p. 313). In Rodgers and
Hammerstein’s attempt to infuse the Broadway musical with a sense of legitimacy, South Pacific was created with a deliberate repression
of those vaudevillian theatrics in exchange for a view of the exotic landscape from a lens of supposed realism. As Andrea Most (2000)
explains:
Forced to don a single stereotypical mask and to interact with white characters within a realist dramaturgy, the Asian characters become not
self-conscious performers, but “real” examples of the limitations of racial otherness. The Asian characters in the play are one-dimensional and
largely without agency. They have no chance of joining the American community on the island. For the most part, they inhabit a distinctly
separate sphere from the Americans and Europeans—they live in an exotic paradise called Bali Hai. (p. 313)

Bloody Mary is almost cartoonish in the black and white film sense, with teeth stained by excessive consumption of betel nuts. Her
daughter, Liat, adds to the problem, representing the opposite end of the stereotype spectrum: She is a “beautiful, docile, exotic, and willing
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child-woman who thinks [the Caucasian] is a god” (Most, 2000, p. 314). In the adaptation of James A. Michener’s novel, Tales of the South
Pacific, Hammerstein transformed an educated girl, fluent in French, to one who does not sing a note or speak more than two words in the
musical—a victim of an imposed language and a love for an Anglo-Saxon man so strong it renders her mute. Were Asians incapable of
being created as holistic, fully actualised characters?
In The King and I, the world of Siam was introduced to the American public through the historical retelling of a Western woman’s
interaction with the King of Siam. Based on true accounts from Margaret Landon’s 1944 novel, the musical shows events as seen through
the eyes of a British teacher, Anna. It was a conjured world filled with primitive Asian leadership, barbaric punishment, a jealous, irrational
dictator and his ‘harem’ of supercilious wives. Once again, the women were mute except when speaking as a collective group. Their
sole purpose, as portrayed in the musical, was “associated with embodied, self-involved motherhood, and equated with ‘sex’ in relation
to Anna’s discursive relation to ‘romance’” (Glassmeyer, 2012, p. 107), representative of the Western concept of true class, civility and
distinction. Outweighing their treatment as individuals, the Asian women were forced to seek Anna as their guide to true enlightenment
through her Western ways. This Western concept was emphasised further through casting, with Russian actor Yul Brynner embodying the
role of the Asian king, applying ‘yellowface’. Brynner’s performance was repeated in the film version, earning him both theatre and film
accolades and awards for a role that was rendered even more visible—a hypervisibility of racial indifference—making the situation even
more of an affront to the Asian community.
It is safe to say that Rodgers and Hammerstein did not set out to trivialise the topic; arguably, the representation of ‘Asian-ness’ may have
been quite radical at the time. However, in shaping the unfamiliar into something American, and thus familiar, they marginalised the Asian
voice. Knapp eruditely summarises The King and I by noting:
Given its mix of good intentions, insights, and blithe indifference to getting things historically right, the show on the whole inevitably
patronizes: we are invited to enjoy [America’s] superiority, to contemplate as a curiosity a faraway kingdom of harems, slavery, and barbarity,
and even to mourn the passing of that culture with the death of its king. (2006a, pp. 264–265)
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Knapp further observes that the musical has become a lesson in myopic conceit:
By embodying the main roles through Western actors, by slighting venerated historical figures, by making Anna the impetus for reform, the
show teaches us to disrespect as childlike a culture and people eminently worthy of respect in adult terms—even as it purports, without irony, to
teach us the importance of respecting cross-cultural difference. (2006a, p. 265)

Miss Saigon arguably caused the biggest controversy of any Broadway musical that featured significant Asian characters. The controversy
was based primarily in the casting decisions for the Broadway premiere in 1991, as will be further discussed in the next section, essentially
revolving around the decision to cast a non-Asian in a Euro-Asian role. Due to the acrimony of the casting battle, the stereotypes and
racism inherent in the musical are often overlooked. Producer Cameron Mackintosh and composing team, Alain Boublil and Claude-Michel
Schönberg, created the seedy underbelly of Saigon with a strong and persistent running theme of Western supremacy through the libretto.
“The American dream is expressed by Asian and Eurasian characters, both of whom portray Asians in ways that further deepen the gap
between abstract space of the First and Third Worlds” (Chung, 2011, p. 76). The Eurasian Engineer has made it his lifelong goal to escape
the squalor and undesirability of Vietnam, and flee to an America filled with glamour, romance and Western merit. His blatant rejection
of Asia and his hatred of himself, his ethnicity and Asian heritage run deep and culminates in a show-stopping ‘11 o’clock’ number (a
theatrical term referring to a show-stopping song occurring late in the second act), near the end of the musical. His desire to flee an Eastern
past and embrace a Western future perpetuated the notion of the negative traditionalism of Asia.
As Celine Shimizu elaborates, the supporting female characters, made up predominantly of Vietnamese prostitutes, paint a picture of a
hypersexuality, with the characters “perform[ing] raunchy sex acts on stage to titillate the audience, establishing the normality of perversity
for Asian women” (2005, p. 255). This common depiction of Asian women has been perpetuated in popular American culture, juxtaposed
against the normative white ‘feminine’ purity. This can be seen in roles such as the go-go dancer, Cynthia, in the 1994 Australian film, and
its subsequent musical adaptation, The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert; Lucy Liu’s portrayal of ‘Ling Woo’ in the popular
television series Ally McBeal; and the nightclub stripper, Linda Low, in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s 1958 musical Flower Drum Song.
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In Miss Saigon, the central female character, Kim, does not escape from stereotypical overtones. Her shy and demure persona, her whorewith-a-heart-of-gold humanity, her unconditional love for a white American, and her ultimate sacrifice to secure her child’s future in the
dream-land of America, all tie in with expectations of the subservient Oriental and the coloniser’s need to ‘educate’. Said perspicaciously
observes that “there were—and are—cultures and nations whose location is in the East, and their lives, histories, and customs have a brute
reality obviously greater than anything that could be said about them in the West” (1991, p. 5). A brief amount of exposure and research
into the culture and history of what is not known ‘elsewhere’ but is admired or admonished does not equate to a grasp of any one particular
identity. Lee notes, in speaking of Miss Saigon, that:
Familiar Asian stereotypes decorated the stage in the musical: shy lotus blossom, evil Asian male lover (and therefore competitor to the white
man), virgin/prostitute, over-sexualized Asian women in skimpy clothing, simple and victimized peasants, the Red Army, and the “butterfly”
that dies for the white man. (2006, p. 193)

Miss Saigon succeeded in placing Asian performers in a conflicted position; they needed work but also understood the political urgency in
breaking the bonds of stereotypical roles (Chung, 2011, p. 80). There were already so few productions that had decent Asian representation
on Broadway, but would accepting ignominious roles like those in Miss Saigon perpetuate the already deeply entrenched stereotypes on the
Great White Way?
South Asian ethnic groups were not spared from stereotypical Broadway musical character creations. The Indian-themed Andrew
Lloyd Webber musical Bombay Dreams was largely panned by critics for its lack of authenticity, with one review suggesting “cultural
appropriations involving constructs of ‘Asia’ and East-West encounters in Broadway’s musicals are hardly new—there is a long
tradition of simplifying, modifying, and Broadway-ifying stories in Asia to make them danceable, singable, and accessible to New York
theatregoers” (Bose, 2004, p. 703). Unfortunately, in my opinion, the musical did not know if it wanted to celebrate or ridicule Bollywood,
and the mockery was far from kind; the beauty of a rich and deeply acculturated entertainment tradition “possessed the same kind of
multiculturality as chicken tikka masala. It [became] a multiculture reduced to homogeneity” (Walsh & Platt, 2003, p. 177).
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A musical that did give the Asian community hope arrived at the turn of the 21st century. Thoroughly Modern Millie transformed the
racially inappropriate material from the original film through comedic parody, replacing old stereotypes with new caricatures. Through
the careful character development of the two Asian characters, Ching Ho and Bun Foo, the musical blew the lid off two common Asian
stereotypes—the inability for Asians to assimilate into Western culture and the notion that Asian males are sexually undesirable (Pao, 2012,
p. 46). These small steps marked a breakthrough in age-old musical theatre traditions, giving the Asian theatre community a constructive
alternative. The stereotypes that plague the Broadway musical community will continue to be perpetuated until greater cultural education
and investment in the creative processes of the East are implemented. The reinvention of characterisation of Thoroughly Modern Millie
has proven that the voices of Asian Americans are starting to leave an indelible imprint on the Broadway stage, creating a precedent for
producers and creative teams to instigate “a Broadway musical in which Asian-American issues are essential components [and] could be
written, produced, and directed by non-Asian Americans and [still] achieve both critical and commercial success” (Pao, 2012, p. 53).
Casting Controversies
Before the first major Asian-specific roles in Broadway musicals surfaced in the middle of the last century, Asian performers struggled
to receive auditions, let alone be cast in productions. On film and on stage, Caucasian performers almost always portrayed the major
characters. Even if Asians were cast in shows, they were usually relegated to minor roles (E. K. Lee, 2006, p. 14).
Casting struggles were highlighted in many interviews I conducted with Broadway veterans in the Asian community. For example, the
inability to procure auditions let alone get cast in roles; the stereotypical, Orientalist view on Asian performers, and the roles that they have
been forced to contend and/or settle with; and the lack of unity between the different Asian races. This has led to a fractured and muddied
cultural identity being presented to the Broadway community; a natural bias towards Caucasian performers; and the instinct to cast AfricanAmerican performers first when a production requires an ‘ethnic’ voice.
Jose Llana began his Broadway career in his teens as the romantic lead Lun Tha in The King & I. He has since gone on to perform in lead
roles in Broadway musicals such as Flower Drum Song (2002), The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee (2005) and Wonderland
(2011).
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In an interview with Llana (Interview, February 28, 2013), his main point of contention was that
Asians were often not considered for romantic leads. They were usually cast in supporting roles,
including as best friends, villains and prostitutes. Often, colour-blind casting would only be
considered for leading roles if the actor attached to the project was already a celebrity in his or
her own right. In Llana’s opinion, only if an A-list Asian celebrity, such as Lucy Liu, were to be
contracted for a show would producers and casting directors be willing to work around her race and
bill her above the title. When it came to script and audition casting breakdowns, Llana observed that
most times the assumption was that, unless otherwise stated, the roles were assumed white to begin
with. In 2000, Llana was cast as one of the leads, Melchior, in the Sundance Institute workshop
of Spring Awakening, but by the time the musical reached Broadway in 2006, the role had been
reassigned and awarded to Jonathan Groff, a white actor (Healy, 2014a). The Great White Way was
living up to its moniker.
Priorities in role allocation or size of parts were consistently given to Caucasian performers. Audition
notices seeking a plethora of Caucasian characters with a few ethnic ones to fill minor parts were
regarded as ethical standard procedure. According to Lee, “all major characters in theatre and film
were played by white actors, and Asian-American actors had no choice but to take minor roles”
(2006, p. 14). Asian musical theatre actors had to wait for the rare casting call for South Pacific, The
King and I or Miss Saigon. While waiting, they had to battle against the odds to win coveted roles not
normally awarded to actors of colour.

Figure 10. Juanita Hall (Bloody
Mary) and Betta St. John (Liat) in
South Pacific. (“South Pacific”, April
7, 1949). Photograph: John Swope.
(Exception to copyright. Section:
ss40, 103C. Exception: Research or
study.)

In 1949, when South Pacific came along, excitement grew in the Asian community at the chance for Asian representation. Sadly, this was
not to be the case. There were two Asian-specific lead roles in the musical—Bloody Mary and her daughter, Liat. Both roles eventually
went to performers that were not of Asian descent. Caucasian actor, Betta St. John played Liat, while African-American actor, Juanita Hall
embodied the role of her mother, Bloody Mary (Figure 10).
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As mentioned earlier, two years after South Pacific, Yul Brynner was awarded the male lead in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s next ethnicinfluenced musical, The King and I. A trend was emerging through these back-to-back offerings from the composing team that ruled for
two decades in Broadway musical history. Their final foray into oriental-infused musicals came seven years later. Flower Drum Song
(1958) was set in the heart of San Francisco’s Chinatown, boasting two Asian-American women in the female leads. Alas, the same could
not be said for the male cast, as the central character of Sammy Fong went to Jewish American actor Larry Blyden. By then, “selective
authenticity had been long accepted as the norm in American theatre” (E. K. Lee, 2006, p. 21). It had been unceremoniously established on
the Great White Way that “Broadway ... rarely cast Asians for important roles in shows; even when the roles in question were Asian, the
custom had always been ... to rely on a kind of Asian ‘blackface’” (Knapp, 2006a, p. 269). To add further insult to injury, Hall, Brynner and
Blyden were all nominated in their respective performance categories for the prestigious Tony Awards—the Broadway musical’s highest
theatrical honour. Only Blyden failed to take home the acting prize, with Hall and Brynner walking away with awards, recognising their
performances of Asian characters (“Tony Awards”, 2012).
Casting discrimination continued into the 1970s with Lovely Ladies, Kind Gentlemen (1970). The Oriental Actors of America banded
together to complain to the producer, Herman Levin, about the injustice. Levin had failed to audition a single Asian actor for the male lead,
giving the prized Asian role to Caucasian actor Kenneth Nelson (Mandelbaum, 1991, p. 247). The voices of the Asian community agitated,
but the protest failed. “Only twelve out of the forty-five Asian roles went to Asian-American actors, making yellowface inevitable” (E. K.
Lee, 2006, p. 32).
In 1976, composer Stephen Sondheim and producer Hal Prince mounted Pacific Overtures, a musical set in Japan highlighting “the West’s
reckless insinuation of itself into the affairs of the other hemisphere and the dangers of the superimposition of one culture on another,
however well intended” (Perlman, 2005, p. 26). Prince insisted on only using and casting Asians for all roles, which proved an incredibly
difficult task, forcing him eventually to look for actors with little or no experience in Asian community theatres. By that time, the casting
inequality was so deeply entrenched in musical theatre culture that it was hard for anyone to assume that any producer or creative team
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would desire to break the skewed mould. The result was that only one actor of Asian descent attended Prince’s Equity audition. Alvin
Lum, who was the chairman of the Ethnic Minorities Committee of Actors’ Equity Association (AEA) at the time, reasoned that the
disappointing turnout was probably because “Asian American actors had given up. Because so many Asian roles had gone to nonAsians, they did not think they had any chance; many had stopped trying and simply left the profession” (E. K. Lee, 2006, p. 39).
I interviewed Broadway performer Paolo Montalban (Interview, March 9, 2013), who starred as the prince in the 1997 TV film version
of Cinderella and in a US tour of the musical, as well as in a revival of Pacific Overtures in 2004. Montalban mentioned that when he
was hired for Cinderella he became excited about the message this would send to young boys of ethnic backgrounds other than white
Anglo-Saxon heritage about their chances of being cast in commercially driven shows for mainstream audiences. However, although
casting and creative efforts to encourage inclusion, during the period post-Saigon, were promising, these efforts stopped after 2001.
Montalban said that, perhaps due to the impact of the tragedy of 9/11, casting directors and producers became more cautious in their
production choices, themes and casting decisions.
The biggest controversy came in 1991 with Miss Saigon. Assuming that their battles of the 1960s had affected some degree of change
in casting on the Broadway musical stage, the Asian-American community was shocked when Cameron Mackintosh announced that
Welsh actor Jonathan Pryce was set to reprise his role as the half-Vietnamese/half-French Engineer in the show. Pryce had performed
the role in London’s West End to much critical acclaim despite using prosthetics to change the shape of his eyes. BD Wong and many
other prominent Asian theatre practitioners wrote complaints to the AEA. They expressed their dissatisfaction and disappointment
at the unexplained embargo placed on Asian actors, preventing them from playing not only Caucasian characters but also Asian
characters. The impression was that unsubstantiated priority and liberty was being given to white actors to play characters of all
colours, while Asian actors were seldom even portraying characters of their own race (E. K. Lee, 2006, pp. 183–184).

Cries from Within: The Struggles &
of Triumphs
the Asian Voice
of Creating
in Musical
a Singaporean
Theatre Voice in Musical Theatre

49

REVIEWING THE SITUATION

According to Gottfried, “Mackintosh argued that not only was this racism of another kind
but that the show would employ many Asian actors and that touring companies would
provide still more work for this minority group” (1991, p. 126). After a long debate, the
union’s executive secretary, Alan Eisenberg, sent an official statement to Mackintosh
saying that they could not possibly condone the casting decision. The casting of a
Caucasian actor was an affront to Asian performers in a situation that could have been
a rare opportunity to break the usual casting patterns (Pao, 2011, p. 56). Mackintosh
responded by cancelling the entire production. The Asian community found themselves
in an even worse situation. The cancelled production meant the loss of jobs for over 30
Asian performers already cast in the musical, but how could the US be educated on the
inexcusability of ‘yellowface’ in this modern age if Asian Americans did not begin to get
politically involved and fight for their performance rights? Obviously, the loss of roles
was never the intention of the Asian community. Due to the severity of the situation, the
union eventually repealed their statement and allowed Pryce to perform. He went on
to appear on the Playbill cover with makeup that drew his eyes in a blatant display of
‘yellowface’ (Figure 11). He also won the Tony Award for his performance in the musical
(“Tony Awards”, 2012).

Figure 11. Playbill cover of Jonathan Pryce
(Engineer) in Miss Saigon. (“Miss Saigon”, April
11, 1991). Photograph: Michael Le Poer-Trench.
(Exception to copyright. Section: ss40, 103C.
Exception: Research or study.)

“Over the years, Miss Saigon has gone from being a catalyst in the fight for equality
for Asian American actors, to being a symbol of American racism and sexism and
Asian American compromise” (Lei, 2008, p. 310). The show has displayed the lengths
to which producers will go to mount a spectacle on stage, regardless of the degree of
racial discrimination or personal incrimination involved. It also exposed how easily the
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Asian-American community has allowed itself to be bulldozed with regard to the fight for personal rights on the Broadway stage. If David
Henry Hwang’s play M. Butterfly (1988), which openly criticised America’s underestimation of Asia as a whole, was a step forward, it
felt as though the Miss Saigon casting controversy was a step back. The one positive outcome from the Saigon controversy was that it
brought the practice of ‘yellowface’ to the foreground, making musical theatre companies more careful with their casting choices and
portrayal of Asians on stage (Pao, 2012, p. 44). Theatre has been, and still is, the perfect place to effect change. “To acknowledge the
bind of representation is to practice creative engagement and interpretation that engages the politics of cultural production as changeable”
(Shimizu, 2005, p. 264). If both the Broadway and Asian communities acknowledge the problems of Asian representation on stage through
combined and concerted efforts, it seems possible that current racial discrimination in musicals could begin to unravel.
With the scarcity of roles and the plethora of performers seeking employment, a popular trend has been for Asian-American theatre
companies to take well-known Broadway musicals and cast with an entire ensemble of Asian performers. When Los Angeles-based AsianAmerican theatre company East West Players mounted a multicultural but non-Asianised version of Stephen Schwartz’s Godspell (1976),
some reviews were unfavourable, stating that the company failed to add any ethnic elements to ‘Orientalise’ the production. This has been a
common response to actors of colour taking on roles or full productions without altering the musical. Such criticisms reinforce perspectives
of the exoticism of race promoted on Broadway for so many decades, such that Orientalist views have become the subconscious
expectation. Conversely, although the criticism does not make this explicit, a decision to group cast like this does indicate the complexity of
colour-blind casting. Was the decision to use an all-Asian cast intended to make the statement that ‘we are just as good’ or was it to suggest
that a hypervisibility of ‘Asian-ness’ that comes from casting an all-Asian cast irrevocably highlights the ‘whiteness’ of mainstream musical
theatre casting decisions and the practically luminescent ‘whiteness’ of the form and content of traditional musical theatre productions?
That aside, it will take time to affect audience opinion, critic engagement and the views of those in the position to make representation
decisions.
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With non-traditional casting, “the audience is asked to accept situations and
relationships that generally run counter to actual experience and that contradict or
disregard both history and biology” (Pao, 2011, pp. 28–29). An excellent example
of this was the all-Asian version of William Finn’s Falsettoland (1990), staged in
2007 by the National Asian American Theatre Company (NAATCO) (Figure 12).
The choice of musical material was bold, considering that every character in the
show was Jewish—but it paid off. The reviews were stellar, with many stating
how little race hindered the credibility of the performances or plot. TimeOut critic
Adam Feldman even stated that the “cross-racial casting [was] able to add layers
of new connotations to the piece without eroding the integrity of the story” (2007).
New York audiences had been evolving since the Saigon controversy. They were
Figure 12. Jason Ma (Marvin), Francis Jue (Mendel),
beginning to look past societal or cultural incongruities that defined different races
Manu Narayan (Whizzer), Ann Sanders (Trina), Ben
and instead focus on what the musical was really about—family. The production
Wu (Jason), MaryAnn Hu (Cordelia) and Christine Toy
shed light on Asian-American performers as viable casting options, displaying their
Johnson (Dr Charlotte) in Falsettoland. (“Falsettoland”,
versatility and opening doors for the future of multicultural casting (Bacalzo et al.,
June 8, 1990). Photograph: Bruce A. Johnson.
2008, pp. 284–285). This musical theatre production heralded the long -awaited
(Exception to copyright. Section: ss40, 103C. Exception:
breakthrough for Asian performers. In Pao’s terms (2011), when a performer makes
Research or study.)
his or her entrance, the audience immediately takes note of the actor’s physical
traits; however, if the play subsequently does not bring any part of the performer’s race to the attention of the viewer, the performer begins
to coalesce with the story and performance. What would subconsciously transpire would be that:
The actors’ bodies become “unmarked” in terms of race or ethnicity. This dissolution of markers relies on the audience’s capacity to separate
the fictional world of the stage from the world of lived experience and to give it precedence over a received body of historical knowledge. (Pao,
2011, p. 29)
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If the audience’s views on race and representation on the stage were becoming more sensitive, could a minor triumph like Falsettoland be
the precursor to a more integrated platform for performances? Is Broadway finally moving towards a future free from racial and casting
discrimination? Are Asian voices starting to resound in a manner they have never done before?
The Misadventures of the Nightingale
In July 2012, a prominent San Diego theatre company, La Jolla Playhouse, debuted a musical adaptation of a Hans Christian Andersen
story called The Nightingale, set in China. La Jolla Playhouse, founded in 1947, gained repute when visionary director Des McAnuff
became artistic director in 1983. The Playhouse’s main goal has been
to “create racially and ethnically diverse productions” (Pao, 2012, p.
43) and it is known for developing new musicals in San Diego before
transferring them to Broadway. Well-known musicals conceived at La
Jolla Playhouse include Big River (1985), Rent (1996), Thoroughly
Modern Millie (2002), Jersey Boys (2005) and Memphis (2009). The
Nightingale was part of La Jolla Playhouse’s ‘Page to Stage’ programme,
a workshop series in which new works are tested before paying
audiences, but are considered incomplete.

Figure 13. Bobby Steggert (Emperor) in The Nightingale. (“The
Nightingale”, July 10, 2012). Photograph: Craig Schwartz.
(Exception to copyright. Section: ss40, 103C. Exception: Research
or study.)

Although the musical was set in China and featured a ‘multi-racial’ cast,
Caucasian and non-Asian actors were cast in roles of specifically Asian
or ancient Chinese characters (Figure 13). The two leads were Caucasian
and African American, respectively, and of the 12 performers, only two
were Asian. Of these two, neither was Chinese.
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The controversy struck a chord in the Asian community. Why does the effort to integrate, understand and humanise Asians and Asian
culture continue to take major steps backward? As Christine Toy Johnson laments:
There is a long history of Asian Americans not being allowed to participate in the way that we are represented in film, theatre and television ...
that story is set in China but the way it has been cast not only diminishes the culture but homogenizes it. (Godwin, 2012, para. 8)

The current artistic director of La Jolla Playhouse, Christopher Ashley, expected a backlash from the Asian-American theatre community,
but he did not anticipate the extent of the negative feedback. He admitted the shocking underrepresentation of Asians on the musical theatre
stage but defended his casting decisions, stating that Asian-American performers had benefited from colour-blind casting in previous
productions (D. Ng, 2012, para. 2). I would argue that when the story is set outside the general lived experiences of the local audiences,
and its characters are specifically meant to be from an environment other than what is familiar to the cast, creators and audiences, then the
casting of non-Asian performers in Asian roles could only ever be a case of misappropriation. Despite the creator’s protests, the damage
had been done; the backlash sparked a necessary community forum to address the issues of ethnicity, casting and the struggles of the Asian
community.
On a San Diego radio broadcast (Cavanaugh, July 18, 2012), Ashley and Asian-American actor Greg Watanabe shared their thoughts
on the situation and the voice and place of Asians on stage. Watanabe was angered and saddened by the situation, concluding that it was
like reliving the Saigon controversy. Ashley maintained that he strove to create a multicultural cast for an intrinsically Chinese story. It
was Watanabe, however, who had the last word when he said that if people educated themselves on the history of representation on the
American musical stage, and if Asians became more active and involved in fighting for greater visibility, the process of evolution would
speed up considerably. He went on to stress that in this day and age, theatre companies, producers and creative teams have a real duty to
consider whether they are communicating stories responsibly, as what they create will dictate the views of society today and in the future
(Cavanaugh, July 18, 2012).
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San Diego recently made waves in the Asian musical theatre arena
again, this time in a positive manner. The Old Globe Theatre,
another prominent San Diego theatre company, is also known
for developing new musicals, including Into the Woods (1987),
The Full Monty (2000) and Dirty Rotten Scoundrels (2005). In
September 2012, it premiered a new Broadway-bound musical,
Allegiance, telling the story of love and war during the Japanese
American Internment of World War II, based on the real life
experiences of actor George Takei (Figure 14).
All actors were cast appropriately to the ethnicity of their
characters, with Asian actors playing the Asian roles. The musical
will open on Broadway in November 2015. Perhaps one show
seems like a meagre accomplishment, but it brought a sense of
hope to the San Diego Asian theatre community, which was still
recovering from the La Jolla Playhouse Nightingale debacle.

Figure 14. George Takei (Sam), Lea Salonga (Kei) and Telly Leung
(Sammy) in Allegiance. (“Allegiance”, September 7, 2012). Photograph:
Henry DiRocco. (Exception to copyright. Section: ss40, 103C. Exception:
Research or study.)

I had the wonderful opportunity of speaking with Broadway
veteran and star Ann Harada (Interview, March 5, 2013). Harada originated the role of ‘Christmas Eve’ in the best musical winner Avenue
Q (2003) and recently starred in the latest version of the Rodgers and Hammerstein’s classic Cinderella (2013). When I asked Harada what
she thought the Asian community needed to do to raise its profile in Broadway musicals, she said that we really just needed one stellar
performer. We needed an up and coming Asian performer who was so brilliant that they could not be denied roles based on the colour of
their skin. She gave the example of someone like an Asian Audra McDonald. It had to be someone whose sheer brilliance would pave the
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way for future Asian performers. Henceforth, the label would not be ‘Asian leading man’; it would just be ‘leading man’. The label would
not be ‘Asian character actor’, but merely ‘character actor’. Until that moment arrives, every contribution counts. Every step and effort
that Asian performers take to be seen in Broadway shows is another step that will pave the way for the future of the Asian community. It
is inevitable that eventually one stellar performer will make such an indelible impression that the entire Broadway community will have to
embrace their talent and grant them entrance into the fold. This will open the way for more mainstream and leading opportunities for Asian
performers in Broadway musicals.
My interview with Harada had proven insightful. It triggered the next phase of my research. I wondered what other Asian Broadway
veterans thought about the industry; their personal journey, their struggles and successes, and their hopes for the Asian musical theatre
community for acceptance and/or notoriety. Through interviews with prominent practitioners, I intended to gather insight and opinions on
Asian representation in Broadway musicals.
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The Interviews
Lea Salonga is arguably the most well-known contemporary Asian female performer in Broadway musicals; she altered the face of
female Asian representation with her award-winning turn in Miss Saigon. Subsequently, when she landed the role of Eponine in Les
Misérables (1987) on Broadway, she proved that she was not a one-hit wonder. She vowed to make it her “personal mission to prove that
non-traditional casting works by singing, acting and performing the role well” (Liberato, 2005, p. 25). Yet with each subsequent role she
accepted, she began to play into the stereotypical roles of an Asian performer. According to Roxworthy, this is in part due to the paucity of
roles on Broadway and in American theatre for Asian performers:
Salonga’s body as brand has been recycled for most of the high-profile representations of Asian women to reach a global audience, including the
innocent Chinese picture bride Mei Li in David Henry Hwang’s 2002 Broadway “revisical” of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Flower Drum Song
and the voices of Disney’s two “Oriental” animated princesses in Mulan and Aladdin. (2014, pp. 110–111)

The idea that Orientalism was an archaic viewpoint, no longer practised or exercised, suddenly rang false. As I began the interview process
for my exegetical research with other successful Asian Broadway performers, I hoped that their perspectives would help in elucidating, first
hand, the current climate and struggles, as well as provide predictions for the future.
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Jose Llana (Interview, February 28, 2013) revealed that, although he came from a musical family, his parents objected to his career in
musical theatre, telling him that he was not Lea Salonga and would never be as successful and lucky as she was. With her extensive body
of American film and theatre credits, Salonga had long become the emblem of Asian success in the musical theatre industry (Reyes, 2008,
p. 41). This lit a fire within Llana, and he strove to prove his parents wrong. Through sheer hard work and determination, Llana managed
to carve out a strong career on Broadway. Even though he has accomplished much, he confessed that the industry was still a tough,
unforgiving and prejudicial place to work for many Asians. Llana said that, although he had dear friends in a 2013 revival of The Mystery
of Edwin Drood, he refused to support the show. In this production, two Caucasian performers, Jessie Mueller and Andy Karl, were cast
as the twins from Ceylon. Llana noted that both actors wore dark make up and eye lining in their performances, perpetuating ‘brownface’
practices—a mimicry of ethnic misappropriation. I watched The Mystery of Edwin Drood with part dread, part delight, as the production
sparkled with strong performances and clever staging. The actors playing the two Landless twins from Ceylon were superb and established,
but their whiteness and ‘brownface’ was certainly hard to swallow. They even bowed and performed stereotypical ethnic movements and
gestures, reflecting their desire to be accepted as ethnically viable, despite the reality of their racial background. There was a slightly bitter
taste in my mouth as I began to understand the depth and complexity to the representation in performance of minority voices.
Christine Toy Johnson is a veteran Broadway and musical theatre performer and one of the founding members of AAPAC. Johnson
(Interview, March 4, 2013) lamented that in order to procure the type of roles that she did, she felt like she had to work even harder than
non-Asian actresses during the audition process. She felt she had to prepare her audition to the point that it was opening night performance
ready to convince the producers and casting agents that she deserved the role. She also said she often felt embarrassed to be at casting calls
amid a sea of white actresses. Nevertheless, she emerged triumphant on numerous occasions, landing lead roles in traditionally ‘white’
musicals such as Carousel (1945), Guys & Dolls (1950) and She Loves Me (1963). Her advocacy of and oration on Asian-American
musical theatre issues continue to inspire representatives in the Asian community today.
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Johnson made a perspicacious observation about the industry in relation to the Asian-American community that truly struck a chord with
me. Asian Americans were still considered foreigners in America. According to Johnson, this label had been long perpetuated and had
fostered a sense of a lack of belonging. This had led to people considering the Asian-American voice and the stories of this community not
important enough for mainstream American theatrical entertainment, such as Broadway musicals.
Johnson’s observation made me suspect that the Chinese Exclusion Act had affected views on and the inclusion of Asians, forcing them to
continue to struggle to find their voice on Broadway. She raised an interesting point when she asked whether the musical theatre industry
was entirely to blame or whether we as a community have to accept partial responsibility. Broadway performer and Singapore transplant
Hansel Tan suggested that the Asian community in New York City has not managed to unify its voice (Interview, March 9, 2013). A single
voice is a complex argument in this situation and calls for research beyond the scope of this project, particularly to compare and contrast
with other marginalised groups in musical theatre. Nonetheless, there must be an argument for group advocacy at some stage, as long as
there is the recognition of plurality and diversity in any grouping or collective experience.
While conducting interviews to further enhance my research, I chose to immerse myself in musical theatre and Asian research culture by
attending numerous conferences. At the IFTR Conference at the Institut del Teatre in Barcelona in 2013, Daphne Lei (2013), a respected
scholar and writer in Asian theatre from the University of California, Irvine, spoke on “Fluency and Fluidity: Accessing Global Wealth
Through Mistranslated Language in David Henry Hwang’s Chinglish”. Something that really struck me was how she corroborated
Hansel’s previous point about the apparent fracture in the Asian-American community. Even in the play Chinglish, there was a sense of
rejection with regard to the use and differences between ‘olden Mandarin’ and ‘new Mandarin’. Could this be why we did not have a strong
voice in the industry? We are often so busy battling each other for roles and trying so hard to save ourselves that we hardly have time
to come together and form a coalition to fight for mutually beneficial rights for the greater community. In my experience, this was more
prevalent and obvious in the Asian community on Broadway, considering the limited opportunities for which almost every performer of

Cries from Within: The Struggles &
of Triumphs
the Asian Voice
of Creating
in Musical
a Singaporean
Theatre Voice in Musical Theatre

59

EVERYBODY SAYS DON’T

Asian descent was fighting. Where was the support we needed as a community to forge ahead? The external battle raged on against the
preconceptions of theatre makers and audiences, yet a lack of communal advocacy potentially compounded our segregation, alienating
Asian theatre makers further.
Ann Harada (Interview, March 5, 2013) provided some reprieve from the bleak tone of the interviews and conference proceedings that I
had been experiencing. Harada could be described as a non-traditional musical theatre actor in that she specialises in comedy and is short
and curvy; she does not fit the classic image of a musical theatre actor, nor an ‘Asian’ female. She fought hard to make casting directors
sit up and notice by deliberately targeting non-traditional roles, reading them in unexpected ways. What she found interesting, particularly
after hitting success with fantastic roles later in her 40s, was that in the musical theatre industry, she was seen in roles that she humorously
refers to as the ‘40–90 syndrome’, including ‘Madame Thénardier’ in Les Misérables and ‘Christmas Eve’ in Avenue Q. For some reason,
Asian performers were relegated to that huge 50-year range once they became middle aged! Nevertheless, it was a good complaint to
have considering the prolific body of work that Harada has and continues to have (Ritzel, 2013). That evening, I watched her perform in
the Broadway staging of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Cinderella. She had worked extremely hard to convince producers that her race did
not prevent her from delivering a convincing performance. It was so wonderful to see her play ‘Charlotte’, the evil but wildly humorous
stepsister, while Caucasian actors played her sisters and mother. No attention was brought to her race and everyone seemed to thoroughly
buy the casting. It was a wonderful production and, according to reviews and audience response, Harada was one of the highlights. Her
success suggested to me a complicated and contradictory argument. Had Harada excelled in the role, on some level, because nothing
about the role indicated it could or could not be played by an actor of Asian descent? Conversely, if the character called for specific race
representation, would it have been wrong not to adhere to it?
In order to understand a diverse range of experiences by Asian musical theatre actors, I spoke to two older Broadway veterans, Takayo
Fischer and Alvin Ing. Fischer starred in big Broadway shows such as The World of Suzie Wong (1958) and the Sondheim murder mystery
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Getting Away With Murder (1996). Ing starred in the Broadway musicals Flower Drum Song and Pacific Overtures. At the time of writing,
both performers were in their nineties, and still performing.
According to Fischer (Interview, March 22, 2013), her mother strongly believed in not placing embargoes on the dreams of her children.
Her father, however, viewed the performing arts as a low class vocation. He supported the notion that Asians (albeit a stereotypical
representation of them) wanted their children to be teachers, doctors and lawyers and that making a living as an entertainer was untenable
and undesirable. Similarly, Ing (Interview, March 22, 2013) found it difficult to receive family support throughout his career, with his father
attending only one performance of Flower Drum Song in Las Vegas and only after his brother had bought a ticket for him.
Both performers suggested that the sluggish progress of the Asian voice in Broadway musicals could be attributed to an unwillingness on
the part of Asians to provoke displeasure. Fischer and her family were interned during World War II in the Jerome and Rohwer internment
camps in Arkansas. Initially prevented from serving (and interned for their heritage), many Japanese Americans were eager to display their
loyalty and joined the US forces later in the war, with many never to return. Fischer thought this experience went some way to explaining
her parents’ reluctance to challenge Asian presence or visibility, and this certainly feeds into this sense of a dislike of conflict. These
interviews made me ponder the reasons behind the existence of this disconnect. I began to seriously ask why the hybridisation of cultures
through migration, globalisation and growing accessibility of information and technology devices had not made traditional and somewhat
archaic outlooks untenable? What did seem clear, however, was that the struggles of the older generation of performers continued to
have relevance. Ing and Fischer were heartened by the recent vocalisations from the Asian community in response to The Nightingale
controversy in San Diego. To document the struggles of these two pioneers would have been a research project in itself. However, the
insight they afforded me, as with the other interviewees, proved incredibly useful in uncovering the breadth of the struggle and the
similarities in experiences.
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My initial quest to investigate the reason for the lack of Asian-specific roles in Broadway musicals had already led me to conclude that
writers and producers cast and create from what they know, that few of the mainstream theatre makers on Broadway are of Asian descent,
and that this is unlikely to change any time soon. As long as the top producers and writers remain at the head of their game, there will be
no strong imperative to change this. In addition, with Asians comprising a relatively small percentage of the population, there may not
be a strong sense of underrepresentation or misrepresentation, particularly if the very people this would concern are reluctant to protest.
I would also suggest that embargos by the strong Writers Guild of America and AEA prevent Asian theatre makers from travelling to the
US to ply their craft. In combination, these issues are strong deterrents to exacting greater inclusion, affecting the hope for more robust
representation.
With the conclusion of my Broadway interviews, it struck me that musical theatre, being American in origin, had an intrinsic American
manner and essence. Each role was created to appeal to, and not alienate, an American audience. With predominantly Anglo-Saxon creative
teams and producers, Asian performers would continue to be subject to either playing down their ethnicity to fit the white mould, or playing
into the Orientalist expectation of how Asians should be portrayed, to achieve mass audience acceptance. Another interesting finding was
that every successful Asian Broadway performer I had interviewed had been born and raised in America. They understood what it meant
to be Asian yet could also traverse the racial divide and embrace what it meant to be American. It is possible that this played strongly into
their ability to succeed in the industry, even if this ‘assimilation’ was largely a subconscious immersion.
My research had unearthed a myriad of different obstacles and existing perceptions about the industry, and the current musical theatre and
Asian community climate. Given these factors, a battle for greater visibility for the Asian voice on Broadway was too large a task, so I
began to think about the possibility of exploring what was already occurring in musical theatre in Asia. Additionally, my thoughts turned
to possible recommendations for a sustainable musical theatre industry outside the traditional musical theatre hubs. Subsequent questions
followed:
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•
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•
•

Could the Broadway standard and experience be replicated or established in Asia?
What were some of the elements required to establish this art form in an Asian context?
Since musical theatre is an American art form, how much exposure to it already existed, and how much more needed to be
provided?
Were there educational programmes that aided in enhancing and strengthening the art form in the hopes of creating strong
performers for the future of musical theatre?
How vibrant was the existing industry and how could it be further enhanced to reach the calibre and quality presented on
Broadway?

One factor that did have to remain was English as the language of dissemination, partly because this is the language of the American
musical theatre art form, but also because the research was being undertaken through an Australian university.
My research had shifted substantially. With the initial emphasis on exploring the dearth of roles for Asian actors in American musicals
proving too much of an Herculean task, or at least within the scope of this thesis, I was now fully invested in using practice-led research
strategies to cultivate interest, and develop the training of a generation of artists and audience to embrace the musical form, not in the US
but in Asia. Might this eventually serve as a means to counter that dearth and lack of representation on the Great White Way? To begin
with, the experimentation and exploratory process needed to be more specifically focused on a single country. Given my roots in Singapore
and my musical theatre training in America, upon a brief exploration of other Asian countries as viable options, I decided to seek answers
to these questions using Singapore as the basis for my research and experimentation.
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In Search of Asia
In my search for an Asian country that would be best suited to further my research, I had to apply certain rules and limitations, lest every
country seem a plausible option. I wanted to find a country that was already primed for musical theatre success. It needed to be a country
with the rumblings of a musical theatre pursuit as well as a strong, existing theatre industry. Many countries in Asia have a long history of
performances and performance art that embraces similar traits as that of musical theatre. There is a rich heritage of cultural performances
that are extremely musical, with vivid Asian storylines steeped in folklore and fables, as well as a strong element of dance and the art of
performative presentation. Although intrinsic to the cultural mappings of each community, I categorise these performance practices as
traditional Asian art forms and thus are excluded from this research, predominantly because of how recent Broadway-like musical theatre is
as an art form.
Three factors needed to be present for me to choose the location best suited to my research. The first was that the chosen country had to
have an existing foundation of musical theatre productions being mounted, from both international and national tours, as well as regional
productions. I needed an environment in which I could examine what was being put on, the quality and quantity of what was produced
and how the next generation of performers was being taught. The second factor was that the musicals mounted locally had to have the
trademarks of their American counterparts. They had to be in English, and had to be created in the book musical or musical revue format
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for which the Broadway genre has become known. This was to enable me to argue for a Broadway-like musical theatre hub in Asia. In
essence, the Asian country selected had to acknowledge the American roots of musical theatre, and expand upon and celebrate its form
by additionally localising it, or mounting the productions wholesale. The United Kingdom had done something similar a century ago,
which contributed to its current vibrant musical theatre scene and the creation of many internationally known and loved musicals over the
decades, including Oliver! (1960), Les Misérables (1985), The Phantom of the Opera (1986), Matilda (2011) and Charlie & the Chocolate
Factory (2013). All these successful productions have grown in strength and added to the existing anthology of musical theatre works
already in existence in America. Today, London’s West End boasts a vibrant musical theatre culture.
The third and final factor was that there needed to be a pool of performers, producers and theatre companies interested in pursuing this art
form professionally and advancing its status in the country. Composers, producers, choreographers, actors and designers are vital for local
success and the availability of the talent and resources to create and grow the art form. Without practitioners in the field, the industry could
only import productions from Australia, Europe and the US.
With these factors in place, I was ready to begin the search for the new venue for musical theatre experimentation. I looked at the major
countries in Asia—Korea, Japan, China, Cambodia, Brunei, The Philippines, Malaysia, Thailand and Singapore—in the hopes that at least
one would offer the potential for theatrical exploration.
Many of the major countries in Asia, such as Japan, Korea and China, had strong musical theatre industries. I was seeking countries that
embraced the modern concept of musicals and not traditional musical art forms. In Japan, Noh theatre and Kabuki are still performed on
a regular basis, as is Chinese opera in China. However, these respected and cherished art forms were not within my research scope. Many
original Broadway-style musicals had been created in countries such as Japan and Korea, for local audiences. In fact, “musicals account
for about 60 percent of tickets bought at all live theatrical performances in Japan” (Osanai, 2012). Even so, with the modern musicals
produced, many were also often criticised for superficially imitating Western musicals (Jung, 2001, p. 21). This was not to say that the
performers were not particularly gifted in singing and dancing, but I was searching for a location that was already beginning to create
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original musicals with potential international appeal. I was seeking a location that acknowledged the Western-style musical but was moving
beyond imitation. Moreover, according to my research parameters, I was looking for a location that created and mounted original musical
productions predominantly in the English language. In major countries with vibrant musical theatre industries, such as Japan and Korea, the
productions were mounted mainly in native tongue. In Hong Kong, theatre has “been playing a crucial role in making the Hong Kong stage
a meeting place between Eastern and Western cultures and a cultural bridge between the city and the international community” (Li, 2007,
pp. 442–443). However, the musicals mounted are performed in the native tongue, significantly reducing their ability to traverse more than
a handful of countries and cities in Asia.
My search brought me to Southeast Asia to explore possible countries for consideration. Filipinos have a natural proclivity towards musical
theatre due to their embrace of American culture. This embrace, according to Diamond, has led to a “Filipino acting [that] is imbued with
a kind of naturalism more familiar to Western spectators and less inclined to the formalized gesture seen in other Asian theatres” (2012,
p. 223). This Western performance style has aided the emergence of Filipinos at the forefront of musical theatre casting, with producers
finding them more suited to the sensibilities of the musicals currently produced on Broadway. Miss Saigon, in particular, sparked the
interest of producers and directors in casting Filipinos, making them to this day the default Asian ethnic group for Asian-specific roles in
American musicals.
Filipinos had the natural musical theatre sensibilities but many of their original productions were mounted in Tagalog, which was a
language I was unfamiliar with. Did the Philippines possess the greatest potential to further my research? I knew that the language barrier
would certainly pose an issue, thus I continued my search elsewhere.
In Malaysia, before its independence in 1957, expatriates, through the Malayan Arts Theatre Group (MATG), helmed most shows.
Although locals were given opportunities to perform, they were rarely offered lead roles. It was only after independence that there was
a “rise in national consciousness, and this greatly encouraged local theatre practitioners to participate more actively in decolonising the
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theatre industry” (Lo, 2004, p. 51). The MATG
constitution was actively altered in 1965 to encourage
full participation for locals in the theatre arts. PAN
Productions is a company that focuses on mounting
musical theatre classics such as Cabaret (Figure 15).
In an interview with the artistic director, Nell Ng
(Interview, February 23, 2014), she mentioned that
her ultimate hope is to produce an original English
language musical indicative of Malaysia, its culture
and its people.
Musical theatre in Malaysia is still a burgeoning
industry and its growth has been significant in the
past decade. However, with the conservative nature
of the country and its leadership, I wondered whether
Malaysia would be able to achieve significant progress
in musical theatre within my target timeframe.

Figure 15. The Kit Kat Girls in Cabaret by PAN Productions, Malaysia. (“Cabaret”,
November 20, 1966). Photograph: Jimmy Ang.

In Thailand, one of the most prolific musical theatre personalities, Takonkiet ‘Boy’ Viravan, debuted an extremely successful musical titled
Khang Lang Phab (Behind the Painting). The show was so well received that it caught the attention of Broadway composing team Richard
Maltby Jr. and David Shire. The musical theatre creative team took the Thai musical, which was set in 1930s Thailand, and adapted it for
an American audience. It received its English language world premiere in June 2015 at the Pasadena Playhouse, followed by a tryout in
October at Seattle’s 5th Avenue Theatre, with hopes of a subsequent opening on Broadway. The title was changed to Waterfall and Maltby
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requested the same Thai actor, Bie Sukrit Wisetkaew, for the leading male role. In a rare move where an Asian director took the reins of
an American musical theatre project, Viravan continued as director (Healy, 2014b). The reviews for Waterfall in its pre-Broadway run
have been lukewarm at best, with some of the harshest comments being that the musical “is to Broadway-quality musical theater what an
amateur watercolor is to a landscape painting hanging in the Norton Simon Museum” (McNulty, 2015). Will this Thai musical ever move
beyond its current out-of-town tryouts to see the Broadway lights? Despite being visually lush, the general response is that “beauty isn’t
enough to save a show … and Waterfall still doesn’t feel ready for public consumption” (Buenneke, 2015).
Although Thailand’s musical theatre industry is burgeoning, one issue that was insurmountable to me was that every mounted production
was performed almost solely in the Thai language. With the exception of the adaptation of Waterfall, the development of an English
language musical catering to a non-Thai audience did not seem to be an endeavour that would be actively pursued, at least not in the near
future.
In today’s flourishing musical theatre climate, the large-scale Southeast Asian productions are often discussed on social media (including
blogs), in magazine and newspaper articles, and in person. They have attracted not only the regular theatregoer but also those who might
not have experienced a musical event of such proportion before. With greater exposure and musical theatre education comes greater interest
and desired investment. If my goal was to create a hub for musical theatre to flourish in an Asian setting, many Southeast Asian countries
were on the right developmental track to making that theatrical dream a reality.
After brief research in numerous Asian countries, I had to admit that in places such as Korea and Japan, Broadway-style musicals were
extremely popular and were being mounted and performed extensively, mostly in native tongue. With the English language placed as one
of the defining factors in determining an appropriate location for research, even with massive support, progress and popularity of the art
form, these Asian countries did not prove ideal for the purposes of my research. In Southeast Asia, although some countries did come close
to consideration, like The Philippines and Malaysia, one country stood out above the rest, proving to be the most ideal laboratory for the
experimentation, and eventually became the location that I selected for the second phase of my research.
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Singapore
Singapore is a multicultural society—a ‘melting pot’ of major Asian cultures including Chinese, Indian, Malay, Indonesian and Japanese. Before
it became a British colony in 1819, immigrants came from all over Asia, bringing with them a wide range of rich and diverse cultures inclusive
of many different forms of artistic and theatrical expression (Peterson, 2001, p. 31). According to William Peterson, the wide range of Asian
cultures present in the city-state accounted understandably for the lack of “natural cultural cohesiveness that comes from shared traditions”
(2001, p. 31). There were Chinese operas, Malay bangsawan, a myriad of other traditional performance forms, as well as contemporary theatre
(NAC, 2013, para. 1). Further enriching the cultural diversity was the Anglo influence, particularly in the form of American and British theatre
and musical influences, which played a significant part in defining the amalgamation of cultures within the society (Lyen, 2014, p. 172). Lim
posits that “in this prosperous country, luxury automobiles, Hollywood films, Japanese retail stores, and a potpourri of multicultural and
international arts festivals mark a distinctly postmodern, global, and cosmopolitan urban experience of consumption” (2005, p. 385). The
richness of the varied cultures, however, also exposed the complexity of understanding what ‘identity’ was or might be in this tiny city-state
largely comprising people from elsewhere. Leong asserts that, “the sociological fact of diasporic communities is that ... having risen up the
social ladder in the newly adopted society, they search the past to seek greater meaning to anchor themselves in a shifting world” (2012, p. 14).
With the rapid growth of the nation, Singaporeans sought to find identity through their background and history.
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With the economic progress that Singapore enjoyed, the cultural and entertainment mediums of the past were rejected, particularly,
according to Peterson, by the younger generation of Chinese in Singapore. This generation considered Chinese opera “a quaint, oldfashioned form with little relevance to [their] lives” (2001, p. 182). The pursuit of a national identity brought with it an uneasy level of
displacement. This was further emphasised by the Singaporean Government’s obsession with prioritising mathematics and science over
artistic pursuits. Creativity and critical thinking were considered too Western and, aided by an essentially totalitarian regime, any sign of
creative licence was deliberately and forcibly quashed. According to Hales, “Singapore has used policies of fear to manipulate and control
the minds of its citizens for forty years. The city-state has touted its Asian values as the supreme methodology for creating a nation devoid
of destructive Western influences” (2009, p. 256).
Ironically, even with the efforts to supress Western influence in Singapore, the television shows, theatre tours from out-of-town, films,
dance performances and concerts were largely from the West. These mediums of entertainment shaped the identity and artistic proclivities
of Singapore’s citizens as the city-state became “a cosmopolitan cultural and business center in Asia that model[ed] itself after and [sought]
the validation of metropolitan centers of the West” (Wong, 2012, p. 235).
Chinese plays were being mounted as early as the 1920s in Singapore, but during the 1960s and 1970s they gradually became more
politicised. The Government feared the influence this medium could have on the population and in 1976, in an attempt to maintain control
over the people, many Chinese language theatre practitioners were detained without trial under the Internal Security Act for communistrelated activism (Oon, 2011). This resulted in a reduced interest in Chinese productions, reflecting the modernisation of the society and the
rejection of the notion of the motherland. Mandarin dramas were considered too intellectual and the association with communist China was
frowned upon (Kolesnikov-Jessop, May 25, 2010, p. 9). As Singapore progressed towards independent statehood, the hybrid nature of the
theatre was solidified, with English as the primary medium for performance. The English language proved a dynamic medium of cultural
expression, projecting a vibrant and ‘hip’ image, which accounted for the relatively young theatre clientele (Peterson, 2001, p. 58).
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Along with Singapore’s emergence as a global economic power in the 1980s, there was a meteoric rise in affluence in society. This sparked
a unique quest in a young and modern Southeast Asian country—the endeavour to develop a Singaporean or Asian-themed musical that
could meet with financial and artistic success abroad. According to Peterson:
Because of the potential for huge financial rewards and the prestige associated with ‘making it’ on the West End or Broadway, no cultural terrain
in Singapore has received more conscious engineering on the part of the government or prominent individuals in the arts community than the
Singaporean musical. (2001, p. 196)

Significant support from private corporations and the National Arts Council (NAC) resulted in numerous Asian-themed musicals, including
several that have enjoyed long runs locally and overseas.
Singapore’s first original musical theatre production was ACT 3’s Makan Place in 1988, but it was Singapore’s second musical, Beauty
World, which debuted just a few months later that marked the changing position of the Singaporean performing arts. Constructed by
playwright Michael Chiang and composer Dick Lee, the musical was a watershed production that has since become one of the seminal
pieces in Singaporean theatrical history. It highlighted Singapore in the 1960s through a working class setting of a Chinese cabaret. It paid
homage to Cantonese melodrama and had a style reminiscent of a Chinese ‘getai’ performance. The musical was a subliminal commentary
on the political and social state of the country. The musical achieved a localised flavour by imbuing the libretto and lyrics with smatterings
of “Singlish”—a hybrid form of the English language shared by many Singapore citizens. Since its premiere, the musical has been revived
professionally no fewer than four times (1992, 1998, 2008 and 2015), and paved the way for the development of a plethora of new and
original Singaporean musical theatre productions. It has also gained the reputation of being the musical that showcases Singaporean
identity during independence.
Singapore’s musical theatre scene currently offers locally written and conceived musicals, most commonly in English, Mandarin, Malay or
the Hokkien dialect. One of the leading theatre companies in Singapore, the Singapore Repertory Theatre (SRT), mounts original musicals
on a regular basis. Their production choices “point to the presence of a ‘taste’ for cultural consumption of productions originating from
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or influenced by the west among Singapore’s well-heeled elites” (Wong, 2012, p. 235). Original musicals conceived by this illustrious
company include Sing to the Dawn (1996), A Twist of Fate (1997) and Forbidden City (2002). These musicals all feature the music of
Singapore’s pioneering and definitive musical theatre composer Dick Lee, who since Beauty World has continued to fuse Broadway style
music with Singaporean content. Utilising the standard form of the Broadway musical, Lee has used his musical compositions in pop
music to aid his quest to form an Asian and Western-styled musical fusion in an attempt to create a definitive Singaporean identity within
and outside the country (Joseph, 2014, p. 134). His prolific body of work has expanded to collaborations and contributions to the musical
theatre anthology in other Asian countries including Malaysia, Japan and Hong Kong.
Apart from locally produced musicals, SRT has also embraced collaborations with foreign companies and individuals in order to increase
the quality of its theatrical product. While David Henry Hwang was shaping his award-winning Broadway play, Golden Child (1998),
he settled on using Singapore as the location for his out-of-town tryout before it made its journey to Broadway. Hwang chose to stage
his play at the SRT, claiming that Singapore was one of the few places in Asia where an English language work could reach a large local
audience. Since then, numerous works have been conceptualised in Singapore, making it a wonderful testing ground for productions, and
inadvertently enhancing the quality of other productions mounted in the country. Golden Child was very well received in Singapore and on
Broadway alike and paved the way for continued collaborations between Singapore and the West.
In the late 1990s, Mandarin plays and musicals began to slowly gain popularity once again. Previously, if around 300 tickets were sold, the
Mandarin musical might be considered a success. Now audiences were flocking in droves. Toy Factory’s December Rains (2010) played
to about 20,000 people, and was revived again in 2015. Beyond the governmental embargoes placed on Mandarin plays in the 1970s, the
English language became the primary teaching language in schools (Kolesnikov-Jessop, May 25, 2010, p. 9). It was considered the best
medium for communication that unified the various ethnic groups in Singapore. However, the loss of Chinese-medium schools resulted
in a decline in Chinese language standards, further reducing the popularity of Mandarin plays (Oon, 2011). In 1979, the Government
implemented the ‘Speak Mandarin Campaign’ for fear that Singaporeans, particularly the Chinese, were losing their identity, customs and
traditions (Vasil, 2000, p. 100). With the re-introduction of “the notion of ‘mother-tongue’ to the populace, wherein the English language
was taught alongside the language most closely associated with one’s ethnic background” (Chong, 2006, p. 887), the population gradually
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became more effectively bilingual. It was only a matter of time
before the desire to support performances in Mandarin began
to rise.
For the past decade, W!ld Rice has been producing
sophisticated musical theatre comedies in the vein of the
British pantomimes. Pantomimes are the uniquely British
theatre tradition dating back to the Middle Ages, which can
be traced to the Italian Commedia dell’ Arte and the British
Music Hall (Taylor, 2007, p. 12). In this context, these
musicals are localised to Singapore with original musical
composition and act as political and social satire. The artistic
director Ivan Heng (Interview, February 17, 2014) mentioned
that these local pantomimes began when many of his friends
Figure 16. Caleb Goh (Jack) in Jack & the Bean-Sprout! by W!ld Rice,
mentioned how thoroughly they had enjoyed W!ld Rice’s
Singapore. (“Jack & the Bean-Sprout!”, November 21, 2013). Photograph:
shows. Yet, they were often a little too ‘envelope-pushing’,
Lavender Chang.
rendering the productions unsuitable for children and youths.
Heng researched the most popular British pantomimes and in 2003 the very first family-friendly localised pantomime musical was born.
Beginning with Cinderel-lah!, a local take on the fairy tale classic Cinderella, W!ld Rice’s local pantomime musicals have grown from
strength to strength (Figure 16). They have enjoyed a solid fan and support base over the past decade, with the hopes of continuing well
into the future.
Although locally conceived and created musicals have found a voice in the community, initially they did not have as much impact as
the English language performances that were essentially mountings of productions from the West. Broadway musicals have had a huge
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influence on the burgeoning theatre scene. Numerous productions have been presented on a regular basis, with established hit musicals like
The Phantom of the Opera, Wicked and Les Misérables returning for repeat engagements (Lyen, 2014, p. 172). Local theatre companies
such as W!ld Rice, SRT, Dream Academy and Pangdemonium mount localised or faithfully interpreted versions of these musicals,
including SRT’s Into the Woods (1994), W!ld Rice’s La Cage Aux Folles (2012), Dream Academy’s Company and Pangdemonium’s Next
to Normal (2013). Many theatres have been constructed to house these mega musicals, with the Esplanade Theatre, MasterCard Theatres at
Marina Bay Sands and Resorts World Theatre at Sentosa the most common venues. Despite this, in the past decade, local musical theatre
productions have gained much momentum and have begun to rival their foreign counterparts in popularity and quality. Currently, the
vibrant theatre scene is home to these local and foreign productions, with a strong audience base that supports each genre of entertainment
with equal fervour and excitement. From my personal experience, it is a wonderful time to be in the arts, with a diversity of offerings, all
mounted with high standards and quality. In an interview with Tay Tong, the business director of TheatreWorks, one of the pioneering
theatre companies in Singapore, he said “Singapore’s musical theatre scene has flourished due to Singapore’s porosity. Singapore has been
able to receive, to take, to transform, and then ship out” (Interview, May 15, 2014).
Tracie Pang, the artistic director of one of the leading Singapore theatre companies, Pangdemonium (Interview, May 20, 2014),
commented on the progression of the theatre industry with regard to the performers invested in making the performing arts their career.
She reminisced about the history and development of theatre in Singapore, recalling how there was very little theatre and few theatre
companies in the 1980s and early 1990s. The industry was raw; the production values were still quite low; those involved were essentially
making professional work as amateurs (with little or no income). Since then, things have changed drastically. According to Pang, many
performers currently in the industry can support themselves performing year round. Wages have also drastically improved and the variety
of productions has expanded.
Looking at the growth and development in the arts in Singapore, I realised it was the ideal location to facilitate my research. Broadway
musicals are created predominantly in English, and Singapore is currently the only country in Asia that regards English as its primary
language of communication and education. According to my criteria, the city-state proved the perfect location. Now that the location was
confirmed, I began to seek out other factors and addressed needs including that of the current education system in the country.
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Performing Arts Education in Singapore
As a youth growing up in the education system in Singapore, there was a paucity of arts modules on a primary and secondary level. Arts
courses were often offered only as extra-curricular activities or after-school programmes. However, the advancement in Information and
Technology and the Internet, and general accessibility with regard to entertainment in its various genres, demanded that Singapore evolve
in order to stay current. In the 1980s, there were one or two musicals presented annually. Twenty years later, musicals were being mounted
on a regular basis. With the general public embracing local musicals and foreign imports with equal enthusiasm, the stage was set for
further development in the art form. The artistic savvy of the younger generation became apparent, with more performers entering the
industry on a full-time basis. Although there was a good tradition in singing and acting, the talent was still raw and unrefined. If Singapore
was going to make its musical mark and not merely import talent and shows to fill the theatres, local musical theatre performers had to be
trained to achieve better standards in performance.
As the creator of the first university level theatre studies programme in Singapore, William Peterson noted the number of students
increasing in the arts through the years. He also observed:
Singaporean students being interviewed for admission into the Theatre Studies program at the National University of Singapore in the 1990s
routinely cited their love of American and European musicals as the principal reason they were interested in studying theater at the university
level. (2001, p. 181)

No matter how much the Government fought against it, the influence from the West was strong and the cultural hybridity of the
Singaporean, in relation to the performing arts, was embraced proudly by its youth. Singapore was indeed a complex myriad of events,
discourse and power relations, producing a dynamic mix of influences that included a powerhouse economy fuelled by migrants asserting a
right on the world stage, and a right to embrace the Western elements they wanted to embrace.
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In 2004, the first national pre-tertiary specialised arts school to offer a six-year unique integrated arts and academic curriculum for youths
aged 13–18 years old was established. SOTA offered a dedicated development path for students who displayed an early proclivity towards
and talent in the arts, providing a learning environment in which both their artistic and academic potential could best be realised. With
a vision to identify and groom future generations of artists and creative professionals to be leaders in the fields of dance, music, theatre
and visual arts, SOTA strove to build on Singapore’s burgeoning need for arts education. It also included multiculturalism in education,
the embrace of Asian diversity, and globally connected networks to synergise talents and resources. Yet the school neglected to cater to
musical theatre. Was it considered an esoteric field in Singapore that proved unpopular, or was it an art form that had too many required
elements (namely singing, dancing and acting) to feasibly allow their proper inculcation in the Singaporean student at such a tender age?
Understandably, the variety of skills that had to be tackled simultaneously for musical theatre education to be properly instructed was
extensive. Perhaps current educators were ill equipped in offering those combined elements in the current curriculum. In addressing that
question, I knew that this would be one of the schools that I would approach to conduct workshops as part of my research. My strategy
was that if engagement in the musical art form early in education would create an excitement in the lofty, romantic dreams of youth, then
perhaps that could lead to a more sustained commitment to the study of musical theatre after secondary school.
The natural progression for students who graduate from SOTA was to head to Lasalle. Founded by educator Joseph McNally in 1984, it is
currently the leading Singaporean tertiary institution specialising in contemporary arts education in design, fashion, dance, music, theatre,
Asian art histories, art therapy and arts management. Musical theatre was introduced in 2004 as an honours programme and is the first of its
kind in Asia, designed to prepare students for professional careers in musicals, plays, cabaret, film and television. The honours programme
is a three-year degree, which includes a thesis submission at the end of the programme. The performance-based programme focuses on
quality training for gifted young performers from anywhere in the world and is helmed by seasoned performers and educators both from
Singapore and from England, the US and Australia. Graduates have since been employed in the region, including in Hong Kong and
Australia, as well as in the West End and Broadway.
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The programme began with a heavy emphasis on American, British and Australian history in musical theatre but has since begun to localise
and diversify. The wealth of the musical theatre history found in Singapore has warranted its study. Incipient as it may be in formation,
Singapore’s musical theatre history can no longer be ignored by the university. This is particularly evident in a slew of recent events. In
2014, students mounted a cabaret performance celebrating the musical culture of Singapore’s songwriters and singers in the 1960s. Later
that same year, ubiquitous musical theatre composer Dick Lee released his first vocal score anthology celebrating his best-loved and most
famous musical theatre songs. Lasalle is also seeking to mount one of his hit musicals in the next couple of years. This certainly marks the
beginning of a bright new era of musical theatre culture and education in Singapore. Are students, educators and performers beginning to
lay claim to their own cultural identity and embracing the richness of their history through this art form? With this positive evolution of
musical theatre, the hope is that a new generation of culturally savvy and theatrically competent performers will emerge and provide variety
and talent to the musical theatre stage and pave the way for a brighter future in musical theatre education in Asia and beyond.
Viewing Lasalle and all it had to offer in musical theatre education, I decided on a specific approach through immersion in practice. I would
helm productions at the school through direction and choreography and make observations in the hope of generating ideas and solutions
that I could implement on the floor. I would reflect on these again through the Action Verb Loop Learning Cycle, which would ultimately
be the basis of my research.
To develop sustainable growth, or even resilience, for the professional musical theatre industry, flourishing musical theatre education
programmes had to be targeted in order to assess the current climate and talent levels of the performance enthusiasts. My fear was that
some of the issues encountered during the first phase of the research, such as the fracture within the Asian community, Asian cultural
inhibition, and lack of parental support, would feature prominently in this second phase of the research. I was worried that it would place
major embargoes on the progress of my experimentation. There was only one way to find out—diving headlong into the Singapore arts
scene and finding out for myself. The hope was that the workshops conducted and the productions helmed would inspire and instruct
current and future performers and educators, and in turn, increase the quality of performance and performer as, together, we inched closer
to that proposed musical theatre hub in Asia.
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School of the Arts Workshop 1
At SOTA, the programme is sculpted carefully across six years to help each student progress smoothly from one phase to the next, in the
understanding, expression and mastery of the art form. Unfortunately, musical theatre was not an option of study. This proved a positive
point, as I sought to determine whether there was in fact a need and a desire for a formalised programme, to which my workshops could
be considered a useful inclusion. Additionally, this contributed to a greater argument over the significance of the study of musical theatre
more generally. This is in light of the educational institution beginning to recognise that “musicals are densely layered and richly rewarding
sources of study that have earned their rightful place in the academy” (Lodge, 2006, p. 514).
I selected a target age group for these workshops, working between the ages of 15 and 18. I chose this range as they were of an age where
they were encouraged to consider the next phase of their life, while still young and malleable enough to have not set their path in stone,
allowing for freedom in experimentation.
The first workshop at SOTA began at the start of June 2013. I advertised the workshops as an opportunity to participate in a unique
programme of musical theatre, culminating in a cabaret showcase performance and offered only to the students who had excelled during the
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academic year. The audition process led to a class of 14 students drawn entirely from the theatre department of the school, with 13 of Asian
descent, while one was Anglo-Saxon. The workshop began with the conduction of a focus group, asking students about their thoughts on
musical theatre and their hopes for the workshop. The assessment of knowledge, which would unearth any possible challenges for my
practice, would be noted during these sessions. I was surprised that many of the participants expressed a desire to venture into the musical
theatre profession, which prompted me to consider how I might continue to develop this growing industry and to champion the cause of an
Asian musical theatre hub (Video Clip 1—click to play).

Video Clip 1: SOTA Workshop 1 – Venturing into Musical Theatre. Video: Joanne Ho.
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When the question of family and community encouragement for a career in the arts was broached, the response was encouraging, with only
one student suggesting she faced considerable opposition at home. Her family feared she might become too Westernised or that she was
squandering her life away by choosing a career in the arts. This led me to speculate whether familial pressure experienced by the industry
experts I had interviewed was perhaps changing for the next generation. Regardless of the positive responses, I made a mental note to
present the question on parental support the following week during another focus group I would be conducting. My initial assumption was
that while the students were still unfamiliar with me as their instructor, they would not be completely comfortable sharing their personal
struggles just yet. I had to gain their trust in order for them to open up and confide in me (Video Clip 2—click to play).

Video Clip 2: SOTA Workshop 1 – Parental Support. Video: Joanne Ho.
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When asked, students across the board agreed that there was a serious lack of representation of Asian voices in Broadway musicals, in
story, character and roles given to Asian actors. This discussion led to the possibility of what was the root cause of unwillingness of creative
teams and casting directors to create Asian stories or cast Asian actors. Interestingly, it was the only non-Asian student who did not accept
that there might be bias or preferential treatment. This perhaps indicates their own sensitivity to the subject as the only non-Asian in the
group. Despite this, the discussion confirmed the assumption on the yearning for greater and more equitable representation for the Asian
community in musical theatre. Additionally, it fortified my conviction that Singapore could be the first sustained hub for musical theatre in
the South East Asian region (Video Clip 3—click to play).

Video Clip 3: SOTA Workshop 1 – Asians in Musical Theatre. Video: Joanne Ho.
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For the duration of the workshops, musical director, Joanne Ho, was engaged to work on the music aspects of the programme. At the
beginning of the rehearsal process, each student was asked to sing a short musical number in front of the class. The observation was that most
of them were shy and performed timidly. It was their first time venturing into a new genre of the performing arts so this was understandable.
Only a confident few belted out their numbers with gusto, indicating a significant area for growth with some promise at such a young age.
I required this initial song performance from each individual as a means of assessing their musical range to tailor the workshop to their
abilities. A dance number to consider their movement capabilities and retention rate for choreography followed and it was better than I
expected. Choreography to the opening number, “Live in Living Color” (Shaiman & Wittman, 2011) from the Broadway musical Catch Me If
You Can (“Catch Me If You Can”, April 10, 2011) was far from simple, as seen in the following video clip (Video Clip 4—click to play).

Video Clip 4: SOTA Workshop 1 – Rehearsal – Live in Living Color. Video: Joanne Ho.
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Part of me was expecting inhibition and a lack of coordination. I was pleasantly surprised by the result. Albeit some individuals obviously
struggled, others were standouts, indicating a depth of skill level and a desire to pursue further training. This reinforced the need for a
strong training programme that can assist in creating quality performers for the next generation of musical theatre actors and makers. Talent
and skill level was something I knew would vary according to exposure, inhibitions and fears, and natural ability. I was heartened by a
response more positive than I initially predicted.
Now that the choreography for the dance number had begun, time was allocated during the workshop for participants to learn the music
for the cabaret performance to be mounted at the end of the two-week intensive training sessions. After listening to each of the students
perform their short musical numbers previously, specific repertoire and assigned group numbers, solos, duets and specialty numbers were
chosen and linked with a plot line. The aim was to showcase the various performers and allow for each of them to have individual moments
to grow through the process and shine on the night. This would make them feel like they were part of a musical theatre production,
allowing them to sing, dance and embody a character created to suit their natural personality.
The group numbers were tackled first and the students actually picked up parts quite quickly. Some music was rather complex, yet many of
the students attacked it with gusto and learnt it in record time. As this was the first workshop I conducted, it made me reflect on whether I
had chosen suitable content. Initially unsure, I had to offer a curriculum I surmised would be suitable and subsequently adapt it according
to the capabilities of the participants. Some students fared better than others, but at this early stage, I deliberately decided against modifying
what was offered in the hope that the weaker students would manage to improve within the next two weeks.
Once the vocals for the musical numbers were learnt, I moved on to blocking the numbers. Interestingly, when the students were tasked
to go home after the workshop and practice their material, many committed the material to memory. They were then free to learn the
choreography and movement, and begin making sense of the plot, and the creation of a dynamic character and performance. While some
musical numbers were being learnt, I took the remaining students and blocked them into various numbers, allowing them the freedom to
begin making the performances their own. It was clear from the blocking rehearsals that each student desired to shine, and was embracing
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the rehearsals with fervour and gusto. Even with a group number, each individual performer attempted to infuse it with character and
unique performance technique in the hope of making an impact. Many would extend the sharp movements for greater impact, and use the
vocal accents to carve out dynamics in their voice and character. Of course, some were more successful than others, once again reiterating
the predicted disparity in musical theatre exposure, and performance capabilities (Video Clip 5—click to play).

Video Clip 5: SOTA Workshop 1 – Rehearsal – Mama I’m a Big Girl Now. Video: Caleb Goh.
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During rehearsals, and even breaks, many of the students were seen memorising, singing, dancing and recapitulating the various numbers. This
dedication was heartening, confirming that when performers have a desire to succeed, that hunger will fuel them and allow for success and
breakthroughs. I analysed this positive response to the expectations I had placed on these participants and concluded that the openness of the
individual allows for true catharsis in musical theatre. When a performer is open to trying new things and embracing new challenges, only then
will they allow themselves to be less inhibited. They are willing to let the art form speak to them. Their guard will be down and they can explore
without fear of judgment or making mistakes. These times yield the best results and often show visible growth in the performer. This is not to
say that these individuals were primed for success, but that they were open to learning and growing. This indicated a depth of commitment and
strength in independent learning skills, which the professional musical theatre practitioner needs in spades. It was growing increasingly clear
that some of these students could potentially be the entire package and just needed the correct guidance to develop a holistic musical theatre
vocabulary. Of course, I was referring to some students and not the class in its entirety. In a workshop, there would invariably be a disparity
of skill levels and it was evident that some students possessed more talent than others, and greater ability to interpret the material on stage.
Nevertheless, according to the purposes of my research and the questions I was attempting to answer, it was my task to generate interest for the
art form regardless of competency levels. I had two weeks to inspire, motivate and challenge these young students in musical theatre.
During one of the workshop sessions, I spent time working on one of the songs for a boy named Shaan. He had pitch issues, which I had
attributed largely to him listening mainly to female singers, thus making it hard to find the equivalent in the male vocal range. Additionally, his
tempos were quite inaccurate. It was a bit of a struggle trying to get him to retain movement on top of the existing vocal struggle. My hope was
that it would all begin to resolve once he gained greater confidence in his own ability. Of course, I would assume that this would also improve as
he continued to mature and accrue more life experience. Within the time constraints of the workshop, my aim was to encourage him through his
assigned number by attempting to bring out the best performance possible. It was a lofty aim for a short period. I worked specifically on helping
him to listen to the music so he could begin interpreting and vocalising in a male vocal range. This was meant to smooth out the pitch issues
as he became more comfortable with the lower register. I also tried to help him express a physicality that went beyond his safety net of camp
performance. This proved challenging because of his own physical inadequacies as a teenager; Shaan was still trying to discover who he was
during that difficult adolescent phase. Alas, by the end of the entire workshop, Shaan never quite fully discovered the vocal and physical ease,
indicating how a short yet intense workshop period is not always enough time to properly introduce basic techniques. In fact, it could potentially
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hinder an individual’s progress as the intensity may lead to stage fright, anxiety and exhaustion. Conversely, the short workshop period
gave Shaan the desire to learn more about musical theatre. Analysing his capabilities, I was unsure whether he would ever have a future in
the art form. Was it my place to gently advise him against pursuing it? Upon further reflection post-workshop, I was convinced that even
with an extended workshop period, Shaan would remain unsuitable for musical theatre performance. However, I certainly learnt a lot from
how adapting my teaching to the unique needs of the student was a useful way to see the full extent of the strengths and limitations of the
participant. I also learnt how far I could adapt to what was needed at the time: Conduct, Analyse and Reflect. Ultimately, however, not
everyone would be found suitable by industry standards, regardless of desire (Video Clip 6—click to play).

Video Clip 6: SOTA Workshop 1 – Performance – Master of the House. Video: Caleb Goh.
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Upon reflection on the curriculum I was offering the students, I knew that a basic expectation of skill and capability was required for me to
be able to assess viability for future professional contribution.
While working on workshop material for two of the stronger female performers, Jana and Odelia, I was surprised to discover that they
considered themselves the two worst performers of the group. They were assigned a very difficult musical number to tackle together. The
song was from the television series, Smash (“Smash”, February 6, 2012). The duet “Let Me Be Your Star” (Shaiman & Wittman, 2013) was
chosen specifically for them, as I suspected that their individual talents would also work well together (Video Clip 7—click to play).

Video Clip 7: SOTA Workshop 1 – Rehearsal – Let Me Be Your Star. Video: Caleb Goh.
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Even during a rehearsal of the number, their vocal ease and ability to
belt was undeniable. Admittedly, belting is not the only quality and
requirement for musical theatre singing but I thought they would rise
to the challenge. Their harmonies during the climax of the number
were also quite beautiful to hear and watch. The case of Jana and
Odelia made me consider that perhaps their perception indicated a
larger issue of self-confidence and lack of self-awareness, which
without proper guidance could be quite damaging to their sense of
self as performers. This was a completely new field for many of the
participants, so they had no means of assessing their own capabilities.
Thus, I felt a burden of responsibility to encourage and nurture these
students and to remember what it was like at that age. The aim was to
build their confidence sufficiently and set them on the correct path to
unlocking their talent further. With Jana and Odelia, they seemed to
respond to positive reinforcement affirmation during rehearsals, while
simultaneously helping to shape the number to a performance of which
they would be proud. Not everyone will respond to this method but over
the course of the two weeks, they grew in confidence and began to trust
in their individual capabilities. After analysing and reflecting on these
results, I knew that as I continued to use the Action Verb Loop Learning
Cycle throughout my practice-led research, I would be applying positive
reinforcement affirmation on subsequent participants as I looped the

Figure 17. Dance rehearsal with SOTA students for “Live in Living
Color”. Photograph: Caleb Goh.

methodology back on itself in the hope of discovering positive and/or
new responses to extend my research.
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As the workshop progressed, the teaching of the choreography for the major dance number was completed (Figure 17). In my decade-long
experience as a dance teacher, a difficult musical theatre dance piece had never been completed in a week.
Of course, I had only taught the steps but had not yet refined the dance. There were a handful of solid dancers with previous dance training,
but when it came to the detailing of the piece, I began to notice the lack of fluidity from move to move, for the weaker dancers. The steps
were also not as uniform as I would have liked, even with repeated rehearsals. For the benefit of the upcoming showcase, I placed the
stronger dancers in the foreground and the weaker ones behind (Video Clip 8—click to play).

Video Clip 8: SOTA Workshop 1 – Performance – Live in Living Color. Video: Caleb Goh.
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The dance number, once again, reiterated that a short workshop period could not result in miraculous results. If interested participants
were keen on pursuing musical theatre, this workshop could only serve as a precursor to the proper training needed for skill acquisition
and refinement. Within the constraints of time, some of the dancers showed promise. Perhaps the larger issue was how many truly
had what it took and how the workshop could inspire them to pursue not only further training, but also ignite a love for the art form.
Musical theatre performers need to constantly keep their bodies, voices and minds challenged and extended to stay in peak condition
and remain competitive in the industry. This requires great commitment and focus, and a sustained love for the form is often the
difference in keeping a performer keenly involved as a devoted audience member and maker.
Something interesting happened while blocking a duet from the musical Little Shop of Horrors (“Little Shop of Horrors”, July 27,
1982). The female performer, Joy, had to sing a lyric from the song “Suddenly Seymour” (Menken & Ashman, 1982) that made the
character self-deprecatingly call herself a loser. Joy was troubled by this word; she confessed that she already felt like a loser in real
life and did not want to have to say that lyric. She was so distraught about it that the lyric was altered to assuage her discomfort.
Eventually, I built up her confidence in her own ability, and worth, and as the workshop progressed, she decided to stay true to the lyric
and deliver according to the original arrangement. I questioned whether this block stemmed from a sense of personal incompetence
and inadequacy or if the notion of ‘loser’ has been endowed and imbedded in the psyche of a community in relation to the status of the
arts as frivolous, superficial and a career of no substance (Video Clip 9—click to play).
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Video Clip 9: SOTA Workshop 1 – Rehearsal – Suddenly Seymour. Video: Caleb Goh.
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Joy possessed a raw and instinctual talent in musical theatre and her energy, even in rehearsals, was steady and ever-present. With her arm
gestures and the vocal effort she put into the song, her desire for improvement was obvious. I knew I had to help her overcome pre-existing
misconceptions of herself and her worth as a person and as a performer. Anecdotally, in my experience I found that many Asian performers
brought up in the region suffer from the need to prove their worth through scholastic merit, or excelling in more seemingly traditional fields
such as math, science, law and economics. Perhaps there was a sense of duty to please and to conform, which conflicted with the desire to
fight for their dreams and desires. Joy’s low self-esteem was commonplace in the small yet burgeoning musical theatre scene—albeit this
is an issue facing all performers at some stage when they are required to expose themselves and their skill-set. This can be an emotionally
draining experience for many. Upon further analysis, I extrapolated that individuals like Joy had to be guided in a tender and encouraging
manner, to boost her confidence, as well as to convince her of her genuine theatrical aptitude. Quite like Jana and Odelia, I discovered that
the key to building her confidence was in positive reinforcement. Each time we tackled her number, I would be gentle yet quite specific in
criticism, but positive in my general feedback. There were things I wanted her to detail in the number. I would praise the positive things she
was doing with the number and gently outline what I understood was the necessary direction to refine her performance. Joy, Jana and Odelia
benefited from this approach, and this element of encouragement mixed with constructive criticism was one that I decided to continue to
develop as a skill—one that I had not, up until this point, understood to be so revealing and relevant to young and impressionable performers.
During the second week, I conducted another focus group broaching the subject of parental support once more. I segued into the topic
by asking students how they ended up making the choice to attend SOTA and parental responses to that decision. Many came to the open
house (an event at the school open to prospective students to find out more about the school and its various programmes and curriculum),
while others had always wanted to venture into the performing arts, making SOTA an obvious choice. I further prodded and asked what
their parents first thought of their desire to pursue a career in the performing arts. Unlike the response from the previous focus group, at
least half of the students confessed to being discouraged from studying at SOTA and choosing the performing arts as their profession. As I
had previously predicted, the initial rosy picture they had painted was a façade. It seemed that Singaporeans faced similar struggles as the
Asian-American performers did on Broadway, with parents showing disapproval of a career in the arts. Now that everyone had become more
comfortable in the workshop setting, truths were finally revealed (Video Clip 10—click to play).
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Video Clip 10: SOTA Workshop 1 – Parental Objections. Video: Joanne Ho.
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It was interesting to note that Regan, the non-Asian student, felt supported by his family in regards to pursuing training and a career in
the arts. That being said, it had to be noted that even with parental support, Regan did not display greater talent or less inhibition than his
Asian classmates. Perhaps the notion of the fearlessness of the Anglo-Saxon performer juxtaposed with the inhibited Asian performer, as
gleaned from Broadway perceptions during the first phase of the research, was not a valid one. Observations on bias and stereotypes aside,
it seemed that Asian students currently in an arts school still faced considerable opposition, which possibly could be attributed to cultural
upbringing and parental expectations (Video Clip 10). During the first focus group, students had been unwilling to make confessions on the
reality of their situations and struggles. Of course, amid the tussle to pursue the performing arts track as their course of study, somewhere
within that process, they must have succeeded in convincing their parents to support their venture. Perhaps it was due to the interest of
their children that parents eventually took the time to educate themselves on the arts, subsequently choosing to support their children in
this artistic pursuit. I also recall growing up with little initial support from parents. The second focus group revealed interesting responses.
Granted, my speculations were based only on a short two-week workshop, but could this possibly be indicative of social change and
progress that had moved beyond the resistant days of yore that I had previously experienced as a youth?
With the showcase looming, focus became about working on transitions from number to number, as well as refining the loose libretto that
tied the entire cabaret showcase together and created theatrical cohesion. Numbers were reviewed and dissected a little more to push each
performer to internalise and motivate each lyric, movement and spoken line delivered. Once that was completed, full runs of the showcase
began. Apart from minor details in each of the numbers, it went smoothly. Students were swiftly grasping the requirements for this art form
and embraced it wholeheartedly, fearlessly plunging in and refining their performances as each day passed. They were understandably raw,
but I was looking for potential and was not focusing purely on finished product. I was also careful to make the experience exciting yet
challenging, to create necessary and ongoing interest. Process was the key to answering this aspect of my research question. How might
I enable these participants to believe in their input to grow an Asian musical theatre hub? As the first workshop conducted, it was still too
early to tell, but there was some promise here.
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The final number of the showcase displayed the unity of the group who had journeyed through the past two weeks together. They
had bonded through a discovery of musical theatre and this song was deliberately chosen to show their strength and camaraderie. It
also showcased the vocal prowess of one of the strongest female performers in the group, Zora. Her energy was scattered and needed
harnessing, and her confidence beyond her vocal ability was still in a developmental phase. This would take time to foster and would have
to be refined beyond the workshop. I remained positive through my work with Zora, with the goal of inspiring her to explore musical
theatre further. Her natural ease at vocal acrobatics was a clear indication of hidden talent that needed to be developed and encouraged
(Video Clip 11—click to play).

Video Clip 11: SOTA Workshop 1 – Performance – Seasons of Love. Video: Caleb Goh.
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The showcase enjoyed a full house of parents, educators, friends and
numerous entertainment industry people. Many theatre producers mentioned
how much talent the students possessed and how emotional they were at
moments in the performance. Two established Singaporean celebrities,
whose daughter was one of the participants in the workshop, declared that
if these workshops continued to be developed they would certainly be the
highlight of each school year. Additionally, they suggested the workshops
would create greater awareness of musical theatre in the industry, as well as
educate students and potential future performers on the viability of a career
in this field. Perhaps, with the right education and inspiration, even parental
mind-sets could be altered for good. Maybe these little triumphs were
significant in advancing the musical theatre agenda in Singapore. Unlike
America, it seemed less overwhelming and more hopeful in a smaller, more
malleable nation.

Figure 18. The SOTA performers for the first musical theatre
showcase. Photograph: Caleb Goh.

The two-week musical theatre workshop at SOTA made me realise that high school students with a desire for musical theatre, if properly
educated, might plant a seed for a passion and quiet determination that can be allowed to grow with skills training, exposure to the art form,
and proper nurturing in the performing arts community. This might encourage a well-informed decision to continued training at a tertiary
level. From the talent pool, many of whom had not experienced musical theatre before, there were a few that showed potential that just
needed to be unlocked, nurtured and encouraged (Figure 18).

Cries from Within: The Struggles &
of Triumphs
the Asian Voice
of Creating
in Musical
a Singaporean
Theatre Voice in Musical Theatre

97

LET ME BE YOUR STAR

If musical theatre companies, producers and creative teams in the Singaporean industry could see how special some of these performers
are, as an indication of the future generation of Asian performers, perhaps they might be more excited and eager to write roles specifically
for Asians and bank on the talent in front of them. This would, in turn, feed the industry with the talent and roles that would begin to
contribute to a viable musical theatre industry in Singapore, a Broadway style hub in Asia.
School of the Arts Workshop 2
The success of this first workshop series prompted me to initiate discussions with the head of the SOTA theatre department, Sean
Tobin. These discussions related to the development and refinement of the workshops to enhance the student experience, and further
my existing research. In November 2014, I began a second round of workshops at SOTA. I was challenged to extend myself during this
repeat workshop process in order to enhance performer potential and cultivate a prospective training ground to eventually feed back
into the professional environment. As I reflected critically on the 2013 workshop, I wanted to continue to encourage and constructively
critique the participants and the training they would be undertaking. I also needed to allow the participant response to dictate the direction
during the workshop. I wanted them to get the best out of the two-week training period and to do so with greater focus on their needs,
while highlighting their abilities. This was a golden opportunity to be specific with their craft acquisition, yet nurturing at the same time,
particularly with a handful of repeat participants who had experienced the previous workshop. Had the last round of workshops inspired
them to better their craft and explore this field as a possible area of pursuit? Had they gained greater confidence in their skills since the last
round? Only through confidence building would they be liberated enough to explore and experiment within the form and maximise their
potential.
Observation and analysis would also be noted for new participants and their differing or similar responses to the research. This was my goal
for the workshop as well as this phase of the research. Would I be able to encourage the students, and stimulate their passion for musical
theatre? Would these students be able to find joy through the process of confidence building and craft refinement? This time round, I wanted
to be more meticulous in my observations of strengths, and try to build on the specificity in their capabilities. For weaknesses, I wanted
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to continue exploring the constructive critique, combined with
encouragement for general performance. This was the approach I
believed would nurture and generate excitement and interest. If I
could successfully encourage and shape the curriculum to inspire
and challenge, without intimidating them, I could plant the seed
of passion for the art form, whether they eventually explored
it on a professional level, or as supporters of the theatre. There
were 15 students (all of Asian descent) in these workshops, four
of whom were returning participants (Figure 19).
The rehearsal process began by assessing each participant’s
vocal ability. What became apparent was that the four students
who participated in the first series had improved vocally and
in performance presence, style and stature. They were more
confident and commanded the attention of the room during their
Figure 19. The SOTA performers for the second musical theatre showcase.
audition. Perhaps they were inspired to hone their craft beyond
Photograph: Caleb Goh.
the limited workshop period. Seventeen months had elapsed and
their marked improvement suggested exploration of musical
theatre beyond what I offered previously. My next task was to continue to challenge and develop them while catering for the new students
who had not been afforded the same opportunities at that stage.
During this round of workshops, I focused on skills and technique classes for song and dance, which would provide them with the tools
and vocabulary for stronger execution. Each day, the students would have a vocal warm up and individual voice lessons to increase stamina

Cries from Within: The Struggles &
of Triumphs
the Asian Voice
of Creating
in Musical
a Singaporean
Theatre Voice in Musical Theatre

99

LET ME BE YOUR STAR

and refine vocal technique. I then moved on to daily dance classes. I took the students through a set of dance warm ups, followed by across
the floor sequences that focused on specific dance steps and moves with the goal of improving their dance vocabulary in the limited twoweek period. Once the technique sections were completed each day, I would teach choreography for numbers to be performed during the
showcase. One of the songs selected was from the musical Hairspray (“Hairspray”, August 15, 2002) called “You Can’t Stop the Beat”
(Shaiman & Wittman, 2002). I deliberately chose this up-tempo piece, with fast lyrics that had to be sung while dancing, to challenge
them. I worked very slowly and deliberately with the students in drilling movement, repeating the choreographic phrases beat after beat,
making sure it was firmly in their bodies before proceeding. I would also make sure that they sang out while dancing in order to improve
their stamina for the strenuous number and help to develop the necessary syncronisation of song and dance—quite possibly the most
difficult factor in musical theatre performance. I was careful not to discourage with the demands of the piece, but to praise and invigorate
them, while detailing each move and phrase. I was walking a fine line with the knowledge that positive affirmation and constant praise
can sometimes have the effect of making performers less emotionally resilient. Unhealthy expectations and a false sense of abilities could
begin to develop. As a professional practitioner myself, I understand that rejection and harsh truths in performance were part of surviving
in a competitive and demanding industry. I kept this ever-present pitfall at the back of my mind but chose to affirm when there was noted
improvement and effort placed into the rehearsal process. I did, however, make it a point to be particular with performance expectations. I
detailed with precision, working them hard.
The goal was that once they could master the number, the joy of self-achievement would overwhelm them. In my time as a performer,
accomplishing challenging music and choreography always brought pride and a desire to embrace musical theatre with greater fervour.
I was hoping that the same would happen with these students. This was a definite learning point for me. In assessing their learning
capabilities, I was able to tailor the curriculum and challenge them at the same time, but not at the cost of their confidence levels. I did
this through across the floor sequences. Through these sequences, which exposed students to my style of choreographic instruction as well
as specific dance steps of varying degrees of difficulty, I gained insight on their general movement capabilities. I also observed which
participants struggled and which excelled. With a clearer idea of their dance vocabulary, I was able to choreograph specifically to challenge
but not discourage. The number revealed many of the deficiencies in their skills. I predicted this to be the case but pressed on, diligently
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refining the number as best as I could, and providing the entire group with positive affirmation and trenchant critique. This was a merger of
class-based skills training within rehearsal time.
This dynamic and fast method of learning does not always work for everyone. Certainly, in this case, by the time the showcase came
around, the number was relatively well executed, although the performances lacked complete grace and ease. Despite this, the students had
built a high level of competence in an art form with which they were previously not entirely familiar (Video Clip 12—click to play).

Video Clip 12: SOTA Workshop 2 – Performance – You Can’t Stop the Beat. Video: Caleb Goh.

Cries from Within: The Struggles &
of Triumphs
the Asian Voice
of Creating
in Musical
a Singaporean
Theatre Voice in Musical Theatre

101

LET ME BE YOUR STAR

One of the biggest surprises came in the form of a new male student, Mathias. Mathias not only picked up choreography for his
specialty number, “You’re the Top” (Porter, 1934) briskly, he also infused it with his own energy and humour. He started to define his
own performance through the steps he was given. Comedy is a gift not many people naturally possess. This student certainly had it. He
understood what shapes his body was forming and which gestures would be most organic, and garner the most positive response. On top
of that, his musicality and understanding of the tempo and lyrics were commendable. In my experience, with Singaporean performers,
particularly males, the ability to express through theatricality is a rare quality in the younger generation. It usually only develops slightly
later past their teenage years, and with greater exposure to the dramatic arts. Mathias definitely displayed ease on stage, and an affinity for
character work, which allowed him to make the performance his own.
This was something new in the workshop process. I usually focused on skill acquisition but, with Mathias, as I analysed his progress during
the rehearsals, I was prompted to explore the harnessing of personality and personal style. Bearing in mind that the industry is composed
of performers who possess very different talents, I wanted to see whether I could draw out and finesse his natural comedic timing. The
purpose was to build his confidence and belief in that particular aspect of his craft and urge him to continue to explore it beyond the
workshop. Upon reflection, the words of Harada (Interview, March 5, 2013) began to resonate here; she determined that she would have
to work hard at standing out in the crowd with undeniable talent, but with an edge that offered something different such as character work
and comedic timing. Thus, I began to understand how I might cultivate interest in musical theatre and the individual’s unique set of skills
through the honing of specific aspects of the craft (Video Clip 13—click to play).
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Video Clip 13: SOTA Workshop 2 – Performance – You’re the Top. Video: Caleb Goh.
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Although Mathias was young, and still attempting to understand his abilities and what his body and voice were doing, he was a quick study. I
was specific in my detailing during sessions with him. I would direct every turn of his head and physical action he made to get him to understand
the mechanics of those moves in relation to the humour behind it. Much of this was based on his comedic instincts and the emotional grasp
of comedy. This skill is difficult to comprehend and is not present in every performer. With Mathias, the task was to make him aware of those
instincts and to practice his moves with greater knowledge of why those moves were comedic and effectual in delivering the physical punch line
to an audience. His performance delivered a promise of things to come if he continued to develop these tools. The experience was particularly
beneficial in my practice as it prompted me to work organically with the individual talents of the participants in accordance to the potential they
revealed as the workshops progressed. By moving beyond the regular curriculum, I allowed for the development of a skill that I did not know I
would be exploring. In turn, hopefully this method will encourage him, and others, to ponder their strengths and pursue them with greater focus.
The craft-specific sessions with Mathias boosted his confidence, allowing for brisker skill acquisition and knowledge of his strengths, possibly
prompting him to explore musical theatre further beyond this workshop. However, it was in allowing the research to be led by practice through
the cyclical loop (conduct, analyse and reflect) that prompted me to individualise the experience for the differing capabilities of the participants.
My aim was to ignite greater passion for the form and add further depth and complexity to my research and practice as a musical theatre
practitioner and educator.
In the second week, work on the second major song and dance number began. “Run Freedom Run” (Hollman & Kotis, 2001) from the Broadway
musical Urinetown (“Urinetown”, September 20, 2001), borrowed from the Gospel tradition, required energetic choreography and the ‘belt
voice’ characteristic of Gospel and rhythm and blues. One of the younger students, Tanler, was cast as vocal lead for this number. Due to the
difficulty of the song, Tanler struggled with the vocal riffs written into the music. There were a few breakthroughs during the rehearsals where
he managed to nail the notes during the climax of the number, but he tended to go off pitch more frequently than not. I remained encouraging
throughout the rehearsals for the number and was cognisant of his ability. Tanler worked hard with the number but many of the little triumphs
did not last beyond each rehearsal. I pondered over whether the casting and song choice for this particular number had been a misstep on my
part. Had I pushed Tanler further than he could handle within the limits of time and practice (Video Clip 14—click to play)?
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Video Clip 14: SOTA Workshop 2 – Performance – Run Freedom Run. Video: Caleb Goh.
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As I reflected on song selection and how I handled and encouraged Tanler during the workshop, I had to admit that Tanler did not manage
to successfully execute the number during performance. He was overwhelmed by the process and product. As I analysed my casting
decision and song choice, I concluded that in my bid to inspire through an infectious and upbeat number, I had chosen a song that was
bigger than the performer’s current capabilities. In being overly optimistic with my goals and expectations for some of the participants,
I might have hindered them from exploring their own strengths, and limitations, in the form. My fear was that this one experience would
discourage them from pursuing this further, or worse, leave a bitter taste in their mouths. If I had established that encouragement and
constructive critique was the manner ideal in nurturing their craft and inspiring them to explore further, I had to be incredibly careful with
my selection. I recognised then, and even more so in reflection, that in being overly ambitious and enthusiastic, I might have done more
harm than good.
With repeat participants during this second round of workshops, I wanted to analyse their growth since the first workshop 17 months ago.
Had they explored musical theatre beyond the two-week stint they had experienced with me? Were they more confident as performers in
this form? During the 2013 workshop, Odelia and Zora both possessed powerful voices but were not self-assured in their own abilities.
Odelia did not consider herself a good singer. Upon watching them in 2014, I noticed an improvement both vocally and in their innate
comfort level in performance. As a result, their performances were edgier and more daring. There was a welcomed depth and excitement
in delivery, while vocalising mellifluously. Upon reflection, both students had ended the 2013 workshop with a greater sense of their
performance abilities. During the time between the first and second workshops, they continued to pursue musical theatre through voice
lessons and dance classes. They performed another duet number during this second series and I noted that their chemistry together and their
ease on stage had grown. There was joy and expressivity in performance that had not been as apparent previously. It seemed that the 2013
workshop had planted a seed of inspiration in these two individuals and they had continued to cultivate their love for musical theatre, as
well as their skill-set. The edgy and daring aspect to their performance reflected a freedom that both performers were allowing themselves
to embrace. They were displaying enjoyment in performance, which only passion and growing confidence in their capabilities could make
possible (Video Clip 15—click to play).
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Video Clip 15: SOTA Workshop 2 – Performance – Get Happy/Happy Days are Here Again. Video:
Caleb Goh.
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The observation of their growth within the past year, which I attributed to diligent exercise and practice with additional support and
strength from class work over the 17 month period between workshops, was proof to me that these workshops were inspiring some to
explore and pursue musical theatre independently. If continually honed, some of these students could turn their craft into something
performance-worthy in the Singapore industry. Comfort in the performance aspect of their craft was still germinating, but that would
require additional dedicated classes to allow for growth. Odelia and Zora mentioned that they would be seeking opportunities in the future.
Through the positive responses from participants, renewed optimism from repeat performers, and greater skill acquisition from vocal
and dance classes, there was a sense that the second round of SOTA workshops had been successful in inspiring the students, increasing
musical theatre knowledge, and extending my research as I continued to explore the findings. I was initially concerned that if the second
session results proved more lacklustre, the positive response from the first workshop would have been nullified. However, this was not
the case. The results from working with these 15 participants seemed to solidify my hypothesis that continued exposure to the art form,
and specific craft acquisition and nurturing allowed for greater talent development, and the motivation of participants to better their skills.
Realistically speaking, perhaps only a handful of them had what it took to develop their skills for eventual contribution to the professional
industry. However, that limited potential was still worth exploring and encouraging, given the youth and malleability of these secondary
school students. Much further training and professional experience had to be undertaken before they would be ready. This SOTA workshop
project had begun as a means to explore a set of research questions—particularly how can interest in the art form be generated through
the exposure of Singaporeans to musical theatre workshops and how effective are the musical theatre educational programmes in training
future performers in achieving Broadway standards in Singapore? However, with the interest in musical theatre clearly shown in these
young performers, the focus gradually became about building on the workshops and developing them as a means to nurture and inspire a
new generation. The workshops have since become an annual offering for students who show a propensity towards the form. The climate
was changing and Singapore was showing evidence of being on the cusp of making genuine progress when it came to contributions in the
education of musical theatre.
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National University of Singapore Workshop
With the SOTA 2013 workshop under my belt, I wanted to test out another venue to consider whether any variations would surface with a
different group of participants. The reception for the SOTA students was certainly encouraging but I was also aware that I was tapping into
a talent pool that had a pre-existing proclivity towards the performing arts. What about individuals who had no prior training in theatre,
music, or dance? What would their responses be like? Would I be able to generate interest with students with no prior background or
investment in the performing arts?
The NUS engaged me as the artist-in-residence in musical theatre at one of their colleges, namely the CAPT in 2013. CAPT is one of
numerous colleges all under the umbrella of the main university, NUS. This particular college emphasises community engagement and
active citizenship through involvement in socially conscious agendas and artistic merit. Its mission statement reads “the College seeks to
provide an environment of opportunities for personal growth, collaborative learning and community engagement, to nurture individuals
who will make a positive impact on society” (C. o. A. P. Tan, 2012–2013, para. 2). While students are undergoing their education, they have
a choice of opting to affiliate themselves with any of the numerous colleges within NUS. Each one provides a different emphasis. This in
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no way dictates or reflects which area of study the student would be focusing on. It merely indicates their social, and sometimes, political
emphasis, and reflects their interests beyond academic pursuit. Within each college, the students come from engineering, medicine, law,
political science and more, and this workshop was no exception with students coming from all demographics, backgrounds, study and
culture, with ages ranging from 18 to 24 years old.
CAPT was the perfect experimental training ground for the workshops. At the time, I was excited about working with students who were
not necessarily schooled in theatre making or equipped with performance training. While there was a small theatre programme, I was
interested to see whether there was any natural affinity to performance. As it transpired, no student participants came from the theatre
studies department. The workshop would begin on a completely clean slate with neophytes in the musical theatre genre.
As the artist-in-residence, the task was to create a series of seminars and workshops on musical theatre and mentor the students as they
embarked on a full-length musical, Dick Lee’s seminal 1988 Singapore hit, Beauty World (“Beauty World”, August 22, 1988). The
entire production was going to be student-run, from the direction, to the choreography, lighting design, set construction, orchestra, props
procurement, costumes, sound engineering and even publicity. I was engaged to facilitate its progress and guide the director and producers
as they mounted the production. They had lofty aims considering that the mounting of a huge production with a cast of 50 was no easy feat
to execute, let alone master as novice musical theatre makers. The undertaking for them was immense, but it was something that everyone
was excited to embark upon. Would their desire to succeed and embrace musical theatre be enough to see them through? If so, would
they be interested in pursuing musical theatre further? Could I learn the parameters of when was appropriate to step in and step out of the
decision making and yet remain a useful guide and teacher?
The seminars, or Master’s Teas as they were called at the college, were musical theatre lectures open to the entire college community.
Anyone could come and listen to various talks on differing aspects of musical theatre. There were topics such as musical theatre systems
and the effects of political, environmental and even technological complexities on the industry. University professors suggested topics,
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which I researched and expounded upon, including discussions on musical theatre
censorship, the societal impact of particular musicals with strong messages and
agendas, and the marginalisation and stigma of certain select groups in musicals,
including those of the Asian community (Figure 20).
These seminars aided in exposing students to the large and varied world of
musical theatre. Talkback sessions after each seminar helped open the channel
of communication and sustain dialogue in order to cultivate greater interest and
awareness. These well-attended seminars encouraged keen interest from the students
in the various aspects of the craft (Figure 21).

Figure 20. A musical theatre seminar poster.
Photograph: Caleb Goh.
Figure 21. An NUS seminar with Caleb Goh.
Photograph: Caleb Goh.
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Due to the nature of my research (immersion in my role as choreographer and director) and its scope, I will not explore these seminars.
However, I will discuss the introductory theatre workshop, musical theatre workshop, musical theatre master class and the mentoring road
to the production of Beauty World.
The introductory theatre workshop was a two-hour session to aid the transition of interested participants into the world of theatre. It was an
exclusively theatre-based workshop, with no musical theatre elements. This was a deliberate decision to avoid overwhelming students with
too many elements of the craft simultaneously, and to assess and cultivate interest. They were, after all, unfamiliar with the performing arts.
The easiest way to encourage enjoyment of the session, and understand the concepts presented, was to offer the elements one at a time. The
first element broached was acting and learning how to express through words and improvisation.
The class consisted of 15 students from various fields of study. We began with several theatre games to facilitate introductions and establish
a relaxed atmosphere. Although these students were older than the SOTA participants, they were shy and unresponsive, with no-one willing
to volunteer for the games. They had to be slowly coaxed to engage and understand that this was meant to be fun; theatre was exciting
and did not need to be daunting. As the workshop progressed, and the participants relaxed, they began to express themselves with greater
emotions. The most appropriate game in this initial stage was called Murderer. The students selected as murderers would attempt to kill
the townsfolk, while the detectives worked to expose them. When a murderer winked at a victim, I encouraged them to die in a theatrically
dramatic fashion. Once that death was selected, the next student to fall victim to the killers was not allowed to dramatise his or her death
in the same manner, prompting them to discover a new and creative death. The rules of the game were deliberately designed to stimulate
creativity and theatrical inspiration. Even with a simple icebreaker, there were many inhibited participants. Some attempted to dramatise
their deaths but others struggled to relax into the process, with their body language indicating reserve.
Improvisation exercises were introduced next, with one particular stand out. ‘Movie Styles Improv’ is an exercise where an initial
scenario is communicated to the performers. They begin the exercise by creating their characters spontaneously and developing the plot
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cooperatively, without prior preparation. At any time during the
improvisation, a particular film genre such as, horror, musical,
kung-fu epic or comedy, would be shouted, and performers
would have to seamlessly transition the scene into that genre
(Figure 22).
Students with no prior background in theatre were able to find
humour in the scenarios they created. Some also managed to
transition easily from one film genre to the next. However,
those instances were few. Often many of them would fall out of
character and required prompting to refocus. There was no real
investment in the exercise for most. Perhaps students who were
not in an arts institution, and knew they would not be pursuing
this as a career, felt less compelled to take the proceedings
seriously. To prove that Singapore was a viable candidate for a
Figure 22. A “Movie Styles Improv” in session.
musical theatre hub in Asia, there needed to be more than just
Photograph: Caleb Goh.
a sliver of talent and potential. There had to be genuine interest
and pursuit of the art form. Thus far, the students at NUS were
not evidence of this required potential. They made a valiant effort. However, I was not convinced of any potential beyond a recreational
interest in the art form.
The next two sessions were promoted to all students in the college. The students in the first introductory session would not necessarily
be involved in the subsequent ones, and vice versa. There were sign-up sheets and all were welcome. Students would, as previously, be
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assessed on a clean slate. The two sessions were geared towards
musical theatre. The first was a hands-on workshop and the second was
a master class for greater focus and detailing of the craft (Figure 23).
The musical theatre workshop was conducted at the start of October
2013. It brought together the elements of acting, singing and dancing.
Approximately 50 students attended.
The musical number, “Seasons of Love” (Larson, 1996) from Rent
(“Rent”, April 16, 1996) was selected for its simplicity, and would
be learnt in unison. The SOTA students had previously tackled this
number, and I was keen to compare results. With only two hours for
the workshop, the intent was not to introduce difficult music. The
aim of the workshop was to encourage participant interest in the art
form and impart a sense of accomplishment. For my research, I would
observe whether any participants possessed musical theatre potential
through vocal and dance technique. As they learnt the music, it was
heartening to see that some could hold a tune and were genuinely
striving to emote at the same time. Many did not show promise,
although a few definitely had a modicum of talent. However, they were
not astounding. Those with talent were raw but displayed a desire to
learn. Unlike Zora, who took the solo in the same number during the
2013 SOTA showcase, none of these students displayed that ability.
Figure 23. A workshop and master class poster.
Photograph: Caleb Goh.
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No-one stood out and the music component of the session proved inconclusive (Video Clip 16—click to play).

Video Clip 16: NUS Workshop – Seasons of Love. Video: Greg Peterson.

For the dance component, I wanted to continue the comparative study with the SOTA students. Given the time constraints, a simple verse
and bridge to “Live in Living Color” (Shaiman & Wittman, 2011) from the musical Catch Me If You Can (“Catch Me If You Can” April
10, 2011) was taught. I deliberately selected the same number and began teaching the same choreography to the NUS students. Initially,
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the uptake was slow, particularly with the male participants. I could tell there was some fear and trepidation and the steps had to be
broken down very systematically and slowly. Midway through the instruction, I had no choice but to modify the choreography to cater
to their more basic abilities. The NUS students took much longer to understand the dance terms and execute the moves adequately. The
retention rate was also poor. While attempting to make progress with the number, they would forget previous teachings. This dance session
confirmed the stark difference between pick up and ability. These students were showing much less potential than their SOTA counterparts.
While they were at a higher university level of study, I surmised that their choice of study, which was not in the performing arts, did factor
into their lack of willingness to invest time and energy in skill acquisition. Unlike the SOTA students who were on a performing arts track,
these students did not show potential or desire to pursue this beyond a casual interest level (Video Clip 17—click to play).

Video Clip 17: NUS Workshop – Live in Living Color. Video: Greg Peterson.

Cries from Within: The Struggles &
of Triumphs
the Asian Voice
of Creating
in Musical
a Singaporean
Theatre Voice in Musical Theatre

116

SINGLE IN SINGAPORE

The few students that possessed talent were involved in the full-length production
of Beauty World, which was slated for a February 2014 mounting. Based on the
very basic skill level, I wondered whether they would be able to deliver on the
requirements of a music and movement-heavy musical.

Figure 24. Mentoring a student during the master
class.
Photograph: Caleb Goh.

The musical theatre master class was held a fortnight later. Students enrolled under
two categories. The first group consisted of students that simply wanted to observe
the class without participating. This group comprised approximately 50 people. The
second group consisted of 15 students who volunteered to perform for the class. These
students were required to bring in a song of their choice from a musical and perform
for everyone present. I would then critique the performance from three differing
aspects—movement, vocal quality and structure, and acting intent. “Why was that
hand gesture used at that particular point in the music?“ “What would motivate that
move to stage left?” “How much vibrato should be used during the money note?”
“What is the character trying to say with this lyric in order to get what he or she
wants?” These were examples of the questions posed to each student to refine and
improve their number. The master class was scheduled as a two-hour session targeted
at familiarising students with the mechanisms of musical theatre performance as a
synthesis of all three forms: acting, singing and dancing/movement (Figure 24).

The results gathered from the participants were not encouraging. Most of them showed fear and the inability to vocalise or perform. The
singing and movements were generally unmotivated and raw. My critique and instruction had to be reduced to the most basic level to
address the simplest of needs. My experiences at NUS thus far had confirmed one thing—the course at this university was of a liberal arts
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nature and not one of intense training. These students primarily sought exposure. I was
seeking potential on a professional level and each session was proving the lack thereof.
Thus, my task shifted to generating excitement for the art form. Working at such a basic
level was not encouraging, and seemed to deliver mediocre results.
Redemption came in the form of one participant, Cabrini. She had genuine talent and
definitely had the potential to move beyond an amateur level and consider training as a
musical theatre performer (Figure 25).
Her voice was sharp and clear and she demonstrated sound control of her vibrato. While
she did not have formal training, she sang her song with intent and moved according to
the motivation of the character she was embodying. It occurred to me that perhaps I was
overly excited with regard to Cabrini because talent had been in limited supply at this
campus. It made me reflect upon the NUS workshops in line with my research goals. Was I
only seeking natural and exceptional talents? If so, that did not bode well for encouraging
excitement for the art form in the general populace. The educator within me wanted to focus
my attention on honing the craft of this one individual. However, on further assessment, I
Figure 25. Cabrini performing her song at the
knew part of my research goals was not only to identify and produce future stars (which
master class. Photograph: Caleb Goh.
was certainly one of the criteria) but to grow an audience with an appreciation for musical
theatre. I could see the potential for a general education in musical theatre, particularly if
the individual had once dabbled on the stage. It could be a vehicle for more general acceptance or perhaps even enthusiasm for the art form.
I had to be cognisant of that as I began rehearsals for Beauty World. This was not to say that I would shift my focus from nurturing Cabrini.
She would still be observed as part of my research. After all, she had been cast as the female lead in Beauty World. As the production
loomed, I made a concerted effort to be mindful of group inclusivity during the process.
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Beauty World
Mounting a musical is hard work: direction, lighting, sets, sound, casting process, musicians, budgeting, costumes and much more. The
CAPT students embarked on the Beauty World (“Beauty World”, August 22, 1988) musical journey, unaware of the challenges ahead. Yet,
each hurdle was met with determination and an unshakeable resolve to fulfil their theatrical dream, which became increasingly clear to
me the further we progressed. These students, with no formal background or training in musical theatre, had such a deep desire to do the
unthinkable—to mount their very own musical theatre production almost solely on their own.
The musical was chosen because it was Singapore’s first prominent original musical, from the creative minds of theatrical stalwarts
Dick Lee and Michael Chiang. This particular production was inspiring because it provided these eager and sedulous students with the
opportunity to acquaint themselves with the intricacies of musical production and because it was familiar and home grown. The amount of
work that went into the show was monumental, and yet none crumbled under the weight of the workload or the pressure to deliver. Their
hard work eventually paid off when the final product was mounted in February 2014. The performance had heart, exuberance, and soul, in
each musical note played, each dance move executed, every tear shed, and every word spoken.
During the rehearsal process, I attended numerous vocal and scene work rehearsals, staging and choreography sessions. Additionally,
I participated in production meetings to discuss design and production elements. The entire team, from performers to stage crew to
management, was hungry to learn and members were eager to prove themselves. It was evident that the musical was a novelty, with even
the uninitiated wanting to be involved.
It was of the utmost importance that I did not overstep boundaries and begin directing or choreographing the piece. It was integral for me
to observe how they ran the show and how they grew from the experience through sheer desire to succeed. The directive from the NUS
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faculty was that this production had to be student-run to provide them with the learning experience that was all their own. However, I did
watch runs of various scenes and musical numbers and provided feedback for further enhancement and refinement of the production (Video
Clip 18—click to play).

Video Clip 18: Beauty World – Mentoring. Video: Soon Tzu Hsiang.
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These sessions provided the student performers and directors with the notes necessary to detail and sharpen the musical. Each time
they learnt a scene or dance number, they practised and rehearsed diligently. The next time the scene was revisited, new nuances were
discovered, and movements were cleaner and more dynamic, even if the performances were not completely solidified at this point. From
raw beginnings and uncertain dance movements, each performer began to grow and carve out a unique, personalised character. Their
excitement in the production process was palpable (Video Clip 19—click to play).

Video Clip 19: Beauty World – Rehearsal – Beauty World Cha-Cha-Cha. Video: Soon Tzu Hsiang.
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The promotional blitz to get the entire school involved and excited for the production also intensified. When some of the group numbers
were solidified and major costume pieces were designed, a suggested snippet performance was staged in the dining hall, to the delight of
the dining students and faculty (Video Clip 20—click to play).

Video Clip 20: Beauty World – Performance – CAPT Dining Hall. Video: Soon Tzu Hsiang.

Cries from Within: The Struggles &
of Triumphs
the Asian Voice
of Creating
in Musical
a Singaporean
Theatre Voice in Musical Theatre

122

SINGLE IN SINGAPORE

This created a healthy buzz for the upcoming production and exposed the student body to musical theatre. A musical was going to be
mounted by students from their very campus. The excitement was beginning to escalate as everyone continued to work towards completing
the finer details of the production leading to its mounting in one of the NUS theatre spaces.
Through the development of the musical, my observations of Cabrini continued. She took the musical very seriously and worked hard
on her movement, singing and scene work. I discovered that Cabrini had a penchant for musical theatre that went beyond mere surface
enjoyment. She wanted to perform on stage. Perhaps that made her standout during the production beyond the students who were there
just to dabble. At NUS, mounting a musical was a rare event. Cabrini was given the chance to experience musical theatre first hand. The
difference between her and other students was that she understood the value of the opportunity to hone her skill and work faithfully and
diligently to learn from the experience. In working with a myriad of different students at different performance levels, I had to view some
through a lens knowing this would merely be a casual experience for them. Beyond this, I suspected that they would most likely gain
greater respect for musical theatre and become patrons of the theatre henceforth. For a student like Cabrini, if suitably encouraged, an
experience like Beauty World could quite possibly be the catalyst for her to pursue musical theatre as profession (Video Clip 21—click to
play).
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Video Clip 21: Beauty World – Performance – Look At Me. Video: Soon Tzu Hsiang.
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Viewing her performance through a research lens, Cabrini was aware that she had powerful vocals, if not pitch perfect. If I could harness
her ability to go beyond just her voice and learn to fully emote throughout the musical, she would gain the tools needed to become not just
a singer, but a musical theatre performer. Using positive reinforcement affirmation, which was discovered to be a beneficial tool in the 2013
SOTA workshop, I encouraged her to move beyond just singing the songs, and infuse her performance with the character’s desires and
wants. She gradually developed her character, and her confident and joyous portrayal reflected her journey in grasping the musical theatre
performance vernacular. In providing her these directional character-shaping tips, my goal was to set her on the path of self-awareness, and
allow her a taste of musical theatre making and its performance requirements. The desired outcome was a strengthening of her love for the
art form and further exploration.
An interesting performer I noted in rehearsals was MacKenzie. From uncertain beginnings, and a stilted delivery during the first few
weeks of rehearsals, she began to discover the humour of the character she was playing and unlocked her comedic side. During rehearsals,
my goal was to nurture individuals and generally instil a joy for musical theatre through encouragement and gentle critique. It was never
my intention to focus on something as specific as comic timing in performance. MacKenzie, however, did not realise her natural gift
for comedy until midway through the rehearsals. As rehearsals progressed and she struggled with the role, her comic instincts began to
awaken. I highlighted her ability to use humour in performance and noted that her initial discouragement during rehearsals gradually
dissipated on discovering her performance strength. I realised honing this strength allowed me a deeper connection with MacKenzie. It
had the potential to ingrain her confidence in performance, which could quite possibly allow her to blossom in comedy, and spark the
beginning of her journey in performing arts. She struggled with the vocal delivery of her songs, as her voice was raw and untrained, and
was too presentational in her movements on stage. A committed focus on nurturing her humour could possibly unearth a quality that went
beyond virtuosity as a vocalist or actor, and at the very least may instil a passion for the craft. It occurred to me that to reach out to potential
performers, sometimes all you need is to identify a quality that could boost their confidence, stimulating their desire to discover more. With
the seed planted, they just might consider exploring and learning more about it beyond the production mounted (Video Clip 22—click to
play).
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Video Clip 22: Beauty World – Performance – Single in Singapore. Video: Soon Tzu Hsiang.
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Cabrini and MacKenzie were certainly successful individual discoveries that I carefully contemplated and nurtured in my time at NUS.
When Beauty World opened at the NUS University Cultural Centre, the minimum goal for participants who aspired to a career outside
the theatre was to create an appreciation for the art form. This was evident through cast members delivering decent and enthusiastic
performances (Video Clip 23—click to play).

Video Clip 23: Beauty World – Performance – Montage. Video: Soon Tzu Hsiang.
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The performance was a huge success and placed musical theatre on the map for these young and raw talents. Discussions began almost
immediately to instate musical theatre workshops and performances as a regular offering at the college. I was subsequently hired to return
as artist-in-residence in musical theatre in spring 2015. The design was to continue the momentum that the musical theatre workshops and
Beauty World production had firmly established. It was a mutual agreement between the NUS faculty and my own personal conviction that
keeping musical theatre fresh and present in the minds of the students would be beneficial in developing work with interested individuals.
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Lasalle College of the Arts
After a couple of completed workshops, the natural progression to further my research was the Singapore beacon of the performing arts,
Lasalle. Lasalle is a tertiary arts education institution founded by Joseph McNally in 1984. It currently provides over 30 undergraduate
and post-graduate programmes in art design, film, animation, fashion, dance, music, theatre, arts management, arts education, art therapy,
art history and musical theatre. It has an academic affiliation to Goldsmiths University of London. Spear’s (Matthews, 5 October, 2013), a
European multi-award-winning wealth management and luxury lifestyle magazine, ranked Lasalle as one of the world’s best art schools.
This is attributed to the purported world-class faculty and staff that the college attracts, many of whom are international arts practitioners
who provide a quality, rich learning environment for students to hone their artistic talent. Singapore’s performing arts scene has flourished
over the past few decades, along with prominent Singapore theatre companies such as W!ld Rice, Pangdemonium and SRT. The faculty’s
recognition of the high standards of these private theatre companies prompted them to create competitive arts programmes, comparable
to those offered by Western counterparts. These companies also often employ graduates from the programme in their professional
productions, launching them into household names, or respected thespians in the industry (Video Clip 24—click to play).
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Video Clip 24: Lasalle – Musical Theatre Prospectus Video. Video: Crispian Chan. (Exception to copyright.
Section: ss40, 103C. Exception: Research or study.)
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The slickness of the prospectus video and numerous performer successes, both regionally and internationally, have provided Lasalle
with an impressive reputation. It further emphasises the high standard of the education it currently offers. In an interview with Venka
Purushothaman, former Dean of Performing Arts and current Academic Provost overseeing the various faculties and curriculum
development at the college, (Interview, March 11, 2015), I sought to further explore the inception of the musical theatre programme and its
subsequent evolution.
Purushothaman elucidated that before the musical theatre programme was created, Lasalle focused more on a generalist education rather
than specialist one, suggesting that with such diversity of graduates the students left a ‘jack of all trades’ but a ‘master of none’. When
Purushothaman became performing arts dean in 2004, discussions on curricula emphasis on specialisation arose. Musicals had become very
popular in the industry and in the region. Although there were financial hesitations regarding investment in students becoming triple threats,
the eventual decision was that Lasalle, as a performing arts college, would take that step for the future of the performing arts in Singapore.
More than a decade on, the success of the musical theatre programme has been evident through the strong performers graduating, who have
lifted the profession’s standards, finding success locally and beyond, starring in Australian tours, West End productions, Broadway shows
and other American tours worldwide. The programme also became, and still is, the only honours programme in musical theatre in the
region—a three-year degree with a thesis unit requirement.
The musical theatre programme at Lasalle is split into three levels spanning three years. The first year, or Level 1 curriculum, sets the
foundation for both physical and intellectual learning. Students are trained in the basics of singing, acting, dance (including tap, jazz,
ballet and pas de deux), music theory, keyboard skills and musical theatre history. The Level 2 students expand upon their basic training
by building on acquired skills to more challenging theory and practice. They are also taught the steps in detailing character along
with developing a music repertoire suited to their voice type, while learning to sing and dance together. Level 2 students are given the
opportunity to play leading roles in productions such as Shakespeare plays, variety revues and devised children shows. In the final year,
the Level 3 students are given the opportunity to star in two full-length musicals. They are also expected to complete a research thesis
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of 10,000 words as part of the honours programme requirements. Their programme culminates in a final year showcase where agents,
producers and major players in the theatre converge to watch the fruit of three years of musical theatre study, and consider any, or all,
students for future work in the industry.
With a basic understanding of the history and the courses of study at Lasalle, I embarked on the next phase of research and delved straight
into musical theatre making at the college. Through directing and choreographing students in the musical theatre programme in full-length
musical productions, I sought to investigate the effectiveness of the programme and curriculum in training these future performers to
achieve Broadway standards in Singapore.
Lucky Stiff
In the fall of 2014, I was engaged to direct and choreograph the 1988 Stephen Flaherty and Lynn Ahrens musical farce, Lucky Stiff (“Lucky
Stiff”, April 26, 1988). This particular production was a comedic musical with much potential for performance development with the actors
involved. The focus would be on enabling the performers to familiarise themselves with and embrace the intricacies of sardonic wit, the
presentational effect required by this genre of musical, and delve into the dramatic expectations and depth of the piece. In line with working
with them through practice, I planned to discover whether the degree programme was providing them with effective performance tools
before graduation.
This musical utilised the Level 3 students and was scheduled as their first fall semester musical production in the third year of their study.
Each spring semester, all three levels of the musical theatre programme would unite to mount a full-length musical. However, all lead roles
would be given to the final year students who were months away from graduation. With the Level 3 students beginning their final year of
study, Lucky Stiff was considered their first chance to play significant roles in a musical production.
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Realising that this would be their major musical debut performance struck me as odd for a programme that purported to graduate musical
theatre professionals. As mentioned earlier in the curriculum breakdown, students did have the chance to perform as leads in other
productions, but those were plays, children’s pieces, musical revues and dance recitals. They were not musicals. A red flag was immediately
raised. Students need more time to hone their craft, specifically in the aspects of amalgamating singing, dancing and acting in performance
(and not just in class). Would tackling it at the start of their final year of study be a little too late?
Nevertheless, I was excited to begin rehearsals. Similar to the other workshops, I entered the project wanting to assess their skill-set and
standard of performance to determine casting decisions and evaluate the potential for musical theatre success on a professional level.
The most appropriate way to achieve this was through direct contact and hands-on work with the students. This time, workshops would
not suffice, as a basic understanding of musical theatre and exposure to the art form had already been established. These students were
expected to be further advanced in the art form. The way to work with these budding performers was through a full-length production. The
idea of helming a musical through direction and choreography proved a wonderful way to interact directly with the students and begin to
understand how they responded to the art form, what their strengths were, and the elements possibly lacking in their training.
This time the stakes were high. These individuals had wholeheartedly opted to pursue musical theatre as their intended course of
study, which also implied that it would be their aspiration upon graduation. These students would define the future of the Singaporean
professional industry. The Lasalle musical theatre programme had such a strong emphasis on performance and training, if there were
individuals who could succeed in the industry, these would be the performers to do so. In my previous assessments of SOTA and NUS
students, I noted that some individuals had potential for performance greatness and with proper training, they could excel in their craft. At
Lasalle, these students had to audition for admission into the programme, ensuring a certain standard. Would these students live up to the
existing hype and the preconceived notions of performance quality?
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Rehearsals began at the start of the fall semester in August 2014 with auditions for the various roles in the musical. There were eight Level
3 students and prior to the start of rehearsals, I had not heard them sing or seen them dance. There was a need to know which performer
would best fit each role. The audition was simple. Hopeful candidates simply had to sing a song of their choosing and indicate the roles in
which they were interested. The results were actually very interesting. The two strongest singers, Catherine and Mitch, who managed to
perform in a committed and compelling manner during their vocal audition, were both Caucasian students. They emoted with depth, found
the humour in their songs, and managed to stand out. Was there any truth in the perception that foreign performers are less inhibited, and
therefore able to improve more briskly in this particular art form? Certainly, musical theatre requires uninhibited performers and fearless
expressivity in order to excel. The weakest singers, Matheus, Melissa and Dennis, were all Singaporean Chinese. With the casting history
and lack of Asian representation on Broadway, much emphasis has been placed on the inability to find worthy Asian talent to challenge
their Anglo-Saxon counterparts on the Great White Way. Those discoveries made in the first phase of the research seemed to be ringing true
here in Singapore as well. I was a little worried, but not wanting my research focus to predetermine my findings, I honoured the knowledge
that auditions are quite often a difficult measure of actual capabilities. Specific instructions had been given to provide particular performers
with larger roles for equitable role allocation over the course of their study. This made it inevitable that Mitch and Catherine were awarded
smaller parts, while the larger parts went to Singaporean performers. Mitch and Catherine were both slated to play leading roles in the
upcoming spring semester musical. This emerged as a blessing in disguise, as it offered the opportunity to spend more time understanding
the local performers, who were in major roles in the production, and their response to direction. Their progress could also be assessed more
easily, and observations on rehearsal material absorption rates could be noted.
The auditions revealed a disparity in the standard of the students. Was this consistent with the programme and selection criteria? This
reiterated my previous conviction that sometimes auditions did not properly reflect all capabilities of the students. Some of the song choices
for the audition were not desirable and certainly did not showcase the strength of the individual. Further research into the curriculum
revealed a lack of a proper module devoted to audition techniques and repertoire procurement. In order for students to be ready for the
industry, there has to be a module that teaches them proper audition technique. Preferably, the class should be offered in the final year
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and run for an entire semester. By the final year, students would have equipped themselves adequately with the various skills of the trade.
This class would be the final step before graduation, where they would be educated on their performance type, namely, the range of roles
they would likely be cast in most frequently. Students should be taught to embrace that type and material should be specifically selected to
prepare them for that career direction. By the end of the module, they would have developed a substantial repertoire, showcasing variety in
numbers but also playing to their strengths and type. If the Lasalle programme could formally include this module as a course prerequisite,
I was confident that students would be better equipped to approach each professional production audition confidently and with the
appropriate skills. This would ultimately reflect positively on the institution.
With that in mind, I proceeded with the musical. Table reads commenced, as well as design meetings. Sets, costumes, props, lighting and
sound were discussed as the production team and performers were enlightened on the vision of the production. Performers were also ‘hot
seated’ so that they could create depth of character, providing them with material to work on during the rehearsal process to flesh out
their roles. ‘Hot seating’ is the act of placing each individual actor in a chair and getting them to assume the role that they are embodying.
Questions are thrown at them and they are required to answer as their characters. This allows them to detail the roles while on the floor. It
is a great tool to launch the creative process. Beyond ‘hot seating’, each actor was also tasked to create a backstory for their character and
research their character’s origin, where they resided, and their journey in the lead up to the start of the show. They also needed to create and
develop relationships with the various characters in the show. Excitingly, these preliminary exercises inspired the students to work hard.
They returned with material and provided solid information on their characters and visions for the role. It was a great springboard for the
blocking rehearsals, which would commence at the completion of the preliminary character detailing. As a director, these were the basic
expectations of character creation and musical making; I wanted to assess their ability to respond and produce from these tasks. Thus far,
the students were showing dedication to the work.
Next, the students spent a week with the musical director, Ben Kiley, to learn all the music in the show. Although a musical’s rehearsal
process can be conducted in a myriad of different ways, often the music is taught and learnt early in the process so that once staging and
choreography are incorporated, the numbers are strong enough to be worked on the floor without additional vocal and lyric uncertainty.
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During vocal rehearsals, I noted that most Level 3 performers were sounding good. Maybe the audition was not an accurate gauge of their
actual vocal prowess. Perhaps they were just nervous and did not perform to the best of their ability. The week of vocal rehearsals was
beginning to indicate that these students had talent and plenty of potential to grow.
With the songs learnt, the costumes and sets under construction, and the publicity posters peppered all over the school and vicinity, it
was time to tackle the dance numbers. The choreography was not complicated but required precision, particularly in the opening number,
“Something Funny’s Going On” (Flaherty & Ahrens, 1994b), and the ‘11 o’clock’ number near the end of the musical, “Him, Them, It,
Her” (Flaherty & Ahrens, 1994a) (Video Clip 25—click to play).

Video Clip 25: Lucky Stiff – Rehearsal – Him, Them, It, Her. Video: Keira Lee.
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I wanted to observe the level of dance proficiency as well as vocabulary that these students had and whether they picked up choreography
briskly. The Level 3 performers really understood detailing when it came to movement. As seen in the clip (Video Clip 25), even with
the chaos of individual movement, which flowed smoothly to synchronised movement, they managed to be sharp and clean, while still
maintaining their individual character traits. This consistency progressed through the rehearsal process and was evident during performance
as well (Video Clip 26—click to play).

Video Clip 26: Lucky Stiff – Performance – Something Funny’s Going On. Video: Crispian Chan.
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In my research, I knew I was not only seeking to prove that performers had movement capabilities, but also were able to interpret the
choreography with precision. When I focused on repetition and attention to the detail of each move, albeit tedious in rehearsal, it refined
their movements and made them precise and sharp in execution. During this opening number, which required the performers to entice
the audience to journey with them into the musical for the next 90 minutes, if not performed well and with utter precision, it would be
difficult to convince the audience to embark on the theatrical ride. By drilling the number repeatedly, a clean precision emerged, which
every performer managed to execute well. With the dance curriculum being relatively comprehensive at the school, the assessment on their
movement ability proved positive. They understood the movement vocabulary and with my repetitious detailing, they were able to actualise
the product I was expecting. These two movement pieces revealed their malleability, which was a crucial element that musical theatre
performers have to possess. They were able to absorb choreographic instruction and execute with precision while still maintaining their
character portrayal.
Once the major dance and movement numbers were taught, blocking rehearsals commenced. With the backgrounds and history of their
characters fleshed out, blocking moved systematically, beginning at the top of the show, working with individuals and groups of actors
to establish their movement from scene to scene, as well as the motivation for each beat. As director, I expected they would come ready
before each scene was rehearsed, with choices on how they wanted to approach the character. They also needed to split the entire scene into
differing beats. That is, every time the character shifted their intent through the dialogue, the actor needed to seek out a different action verb
to play. This would further create detail, colour, variety and depth for their characters.
Working with the lead actor, Matheus, turned out to be a frustrating experience. He was inhibited during the entire process and it was
difficult to coax him out of his shell. He often made poor and uninteresting choices for each scene tackled. His theatrical instincts seemed
weak. It was almost as if he hoped to be spoon-fed the motivations of the character and the arc of his character’s journey. As the director,
I tried to suggest different character choices to him. I prompted him to think deeply about his character’s wants and desires. I also urged
him to consider the obstacles in the character’s way. Due to his unfamiliarity with production process, I took it upon myself to bring
him through each song and scene and tried to detail each beat for him. Unfortunately, Matheus remained in a mental space that could
not translate beyond his thought process into action. There were moments when the active choices I prompted him with could be seen
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emerging, but as quickly as he expressed those emotions, he would lose them. He was unable to unlock those emotions and exercise them
consistently throughout the musical numbers and scenes. I pondered whether this was one individual’s inability or a general issue with the
programme? I had essentially spoon-fed Matheus the detailing of his character and, given that this was not an acting class, but rehearsals
for an upcoming musical, was unsure of what further assistance could be offered to help him access his emotions within this short
timeframe. His struggles brought to light another curriculum issue in the programme.
The Lasalle musical theatre programme focused intensely on acting classes (exercises and technique), singing classes (vocal technique)
and dance classes (skill acquisition and movement refinement). The programme lacked a crucial class on the synthesis of all three forms.
This needed to be properly instated, immediately from the first year of study. Only by taking all their acquired skills and amalgamating
them, would there be success in musical theatre performance. Continuing the usage of the Action Verb Loop Learning Cycle, as part of
my practice-led methodology, I analysed and reflected on Matheus’ responses, hoping to discover the root of his performance challenges.
According to Mourik, “it is important that a musical theater curriculum covers not only basic skills like singing, acting, and movement,
but also actively teaches how to integrate these skills” (2008, p. 213). Matheus struggled with this concept. He had the acting lessons but
did not understand how to use them in a scene. Perhaps he was overwhelmed by the responsibility of musical making, or possibly had not
successfully connected his craft learnt through his acting lessons. He had the movement instruction but did not know how to incorporate
that into the motivations behind his character’s reasons for and manners of movement on the stage. He could sing adequately but did not
understand the mechanics of motivating the lyrics with character intent. Everything had to be clearly explained for him. There were times
when it felt like I was teaching him basic lessons on production skills and how to be a musical theatre performer. Synthesis classes were
crucial in order for students to be able to use their skill-set and fuse them effortlessly during the musical theatre making process. Matheus
is Singaporean Chinese and his inhibited rehearsal and exploratory process was a significant contrast to that of Mitch, who is a Caucasian
international student who showed fearlessness in experimentation during the creative process. This was a concern for me. I managed to pull
much more emotion, humour and depth from Mitch’s performance (Video Clip 27—click to play).
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Video Clip 27: Lucky Stiff – Rehearsal – Lawyer’s Office Scene. Video: Keira Lee.
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Figure 26. Mitch (Southern Lady 1) and Catherine (Southern Lady 2) hamming it up in the train
scene. Photograph: Crispian Chan.
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The scene kept sagging during the moments
when Matheus spoke, and would recover
when Mitch responded. Mitch understood
the genre of the musical and experimented
with the character throughout the rehearsal
process. Matheus often could not release
the psychological embargoes he had placed
on himself and continued to be weighed
down by the importance of his role. Was this
rehearsal process shedding light on personal or
individual inhibitions culturally imbedded in
Singaporean performers? Was I demanding too
much from these individuals in order to prove
that there were indeed professional standards
met to validate viability of future performers
in the industry? Even in performance, Mitch
and another Caucasian performer, Catherine,
showed exuberance in delivery and outshone
Matheus during their mutual scenes together
(Figure 26).
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I reflected on what this meant for Asian performers. What did it suggest if non-Singaporean actors were more equipped? They were
certainly less inhibited and willing to experiment during the rehearsal process. As much as I wanted the Broadway notion of Asian
cultural inhibition in contrast to Caucasian fearlessness to be proven an erroneous assumption, the current experimental results were not
proving very positive. As I pondered cultural upbringing issues that had arisen during the 2013 SOTA workshop, as well as the reserve
of the NUS students, I considered the possibility that background did indeed affect the psychological embargoes placed on expressivity.
I understood that there were limitations on what could be achieved during the rehearsal period. My focus became making Matheus relax
into the songs and scenes as best as possible through encouragement, but also detailed guidance and repetition. Based on my SOTA
experience, this was an effective way of building performers up while refining their performances at the same time. It might not have
resulted in major breakthroughs but would assist in helping him to understand the demands of the form and what was required of him. I
also tasked myself with systematically addressing each song and scene that Matheus was in to allow him a chance to grasp craft synthesis
within the production. I would work on motivating his songs with acting intent, infusing emotion into his dancing, and understanding the
presentational comedy genre in which the musical resided. The progress was slow and sometimes felt futile but this was his first full-length
musical in a leading role. Perhaps he would become increasingly comfortable with performance the more experience he gained in the
industry. Nevertheless, I could begin to see that curriculum changes were needed to produce industry ready graduates.
As rehearsals progressed, the female lead, Valerie, began to make positive strides in her character development. Valerie is Singaporean
and possessed good looks, natural instincts in performance, comedic timing and stage presence. She was hardworking and carved out
a believable, funny and likeable character. Similar to my process with MacKenzie during the rehearsals for Beauty World at NUS, and
eventually with Mathias during the 2014 SOTA workshops, I focused on bringing out the comedic tone in Valerie’s performance. Through
specific gags and detailing the turn of her head, body movements and motivations during each scene and song, I made Valerie understand
the humourous effect of each movement and line delivered. Valerie managed to understand the timing needed for humour to land, and
played her part with aplomb (Video Clip 28—click to play).
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Video Clip 28: Lucky Stiff – Performance – Who’s That Woman? Video: Crispian Chan.

Cries from Within: The Struggles &
of Triumphs
the Asian Voice
of Creating
in Musical
a Singaporean
Theatre Voice in Musical Theatre

143

SOMETHING FUNNY’S GOING ON

Given her impressive natural instincts, I wanted to challenge Valerie and explore whether she was capable of a nuanced performance,
particularly through emotional numbers. Valerie’s character was given one of the most well-known songs in the show, “Times Like This”
(Flaherty & Ahrens, 1994c), which also served as the character’s ‘I Want’ number.
In classic terms, the job of an ‘I Want’ song is not to move the action forward, but to set up the desire of the leading character [or one of the
leading characters] that will drive the action for the rest of the show. (de Giere, 2006, para. 17)

That ‘want’ is usually met by the end of the musical story arc (Video Clip 29—click to play).

Video Clip 29: Lucky Stiff – Performance – Times Like This. Video: Crispian Chan.
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I tasked Valerie with singing and emoting using truth and downplaying the
humour of the number. I aided her by giving her specific head turns and
motivations for movement, but told her to resist the urge to play up the
comedy. If played right, the comedy would naturally shine forth at the right
moments. Valerie understood my instructions and managed to make the
audience laugh as well as yearn for her character’s happiness all within the
span of this three-minute number (Video Clip 29). Her ability to achieve
that level of sophistication as a performer was encouraging, and proved
that the current inhibitions and inability of Singaporean performers, such as
Matheus, did not reflect on the entire body of budding local performers in the
industry, or within the Lasalle musical theatre programme for that matter. It
seemed as though the initial fear that there was truth to the Asian performance
stereotypes perpetuated on Broadway were proving false. This certainly
provided hope for the Singaporean performing industry and what it could
offer on a national level, and perhaps even beyond that eventually. If more
successes could be discovered through nurturing Asian talent, those Broadway
notions could be further dispelled as the Asian community internationally
continued to grow and progress toward greater performance notoriety.
The inhibitions that I considered as intrinsically Singaporean were also
dispelled during another scene with Valerie. There was a bedroom scene
that required her to remove her clothing save for her undergarments. Even
during rehearsals, Valerie never shied away from the potential awkwardness
of that dynamic and climbed into bed with Matheus, treating the scene as
professionally as any working actor in the industry (Figure 27).
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Figure 27. Valerie (Annabel Glick) and Matheus (Harry
Witherspoon) in the morning after scene. Photograph:
Crispian Chan.
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During the initial rehearsal for the scene, I wanted Matheus and Valerie to experiment with the scene and allow the natural awkwardness
of being half-dressed fuel the confusion needed in their emotional delivery. Matheus struggled with finding truth and an organic delivery
but Valerie discovered how to tap into the dramatic situation and get theatrically hysterical with the character without ever compromising
humour or depth. She allowed the awkwardness to naturally fuel her emotions. The character’s dilemma and humiliation were palpable in
performance (Video Clip 30—click to play).

Video Clip 30: Lucky Stiff – Rehearsal – The Morning After Scene. Video: Keira Lee.
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Another highlight in the Level 3 batch of students was Crenshaw, a Singaporean student who had a smaller part in the musical, but made
the best use of his role. Crenshaw came into the process relying heavily on a bag of tricks that he utilised during the rehearsals. Actors have
a tendency of falling into regular habits to enhance their comfort. Crenshaw understood the requirements of the broad brushstrokes of this
genre of musical comedy. Unfortunately, this often made his character shallow and non-organic in delivery. I tasked Crenshaw with fighting
against his instincts to rely on his natural ability to be funny in scenes. During each rehearsal, he would easily slip back into old habits
and I would force him to repeat the section we were working on and strip it of all his usual traits. With constant guidance and reminders of
playing only the truth of the character’s want, Crenshaw managed to slowly carve out a more believable performance. Even in his major
confessional soliloquy, despite understandably falling into several old habits, he executed it credibly and displayed ease in delivery (Video
Clip 31—click to play).

Video Clip 31: Lucky Stiff – Performance – Confession #2. Video: Crispian Chan.

Cries from Within: The Struggles &
of Triumphs
the Asian Voice
of Creating
in Musical
a Singaporean
Theatre Voice in Musical Theatre

147

SOMETHING FUNNY’S GOING ON

Crenshaw and Valerie’s ability to follow my
directorial vision and execute adequately
revealed the natural gifts that these performers
possessed. These Singaporean performers had
talent that challenged that of their Caucasian
classmates. Their skills during my work with
them also shed light on the strength of the
Lasalle musical theatre programme. Apart
from the aforementioned syllabus alterations
necessary for enhancement of the course, these
students evidenced a rich programme with
excellent potential to train future performers
to achieve competitive professional standards
(Figure 28).
Despite struggles throughout rehearsals and
with some performers being naturally more
Figure 28. Catherine (Dominique du Monaco) and Company in “Speaking French”. Photograph:
advanced in the musical theatre process
Crispian Chan.
than others, the experience of directing and
choreographing this Lasalle cohort was rewarding. As I reflected on the journey taken with them, two things illuminated in my mind. The
first was appreciation of Lasalle’s comprehensive musical theatre programme. However, the need for greater emphasis on musical theatre
craft synthesis had to be addressed in the future to increase the chances of success for a larger number of budding graduate performers.
Allowing the students the opportunity to perform in major or significant roles in full-length musicals during their second year of study
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would also equip them with performance skills earlier in the programme, making them more adequately prepared for the professional
musical making process. Audition technique and repertoire procurement had to also be introduced into the syllabus in order to develop
their portfolios. These performers needed to be ready for the professional musical theatre industry by the time they left school. With a few
tweaks in the curriculum, their ability for cohesion of skill and performance level would greatly improve. Second, some of these students
had potential to develop into strong performers with the possibility of achieving Broadway standards. If these standards could eventually
be reached, Broadway stereotypes on inhibition of the Asian performer in contrast to the strength of the Anglo-Saxon performer could
be dispelled. Of course, there were varying standards in performance and competency (possibly due to cultural upbringing or insufficient
exposure to the full-length musical-making process). Even with several notable flaws in curricula, and skill-sets being somewhat raw, quite
a few students showed promise and talent that could assuredly contribute to the future of the musical theatre industry in Singapore.
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Singapore 60s
Upon completion of Lucky Stiff with the Level 3 students, work began almost immediately with the Level 2 students, devising and creating
a musical revue based on the Singapore pop scene in the 1960s. Singapore 60s (“Singapore 60s”, November 21, 2014) was conceived
by Tony Knight, the director of the musical theatre programme at Lasalle. Its goal was to serve as a means, not only to take a trip down
memory lane, but also to educate younger generations on Singapore’s history and culture. Through its natural conceptual evolution, this
effervescent musical revue eventually became so much more, as it celebrated the rich cultural heritage of Singapore, and introduced a new
generation of performers to the musical gems of the past.
In an interview with the current dean of the performing arts at Lasalle, Amanda Morris (Interview, March 11, 2015) stated that in the past
few years, the programme’s focus has shifted to exploration of what constitutes musical theatre within an Asian and Singaporean context.
Morris wondered whether the imported form that was popular currently could be fleeting. What made musical theatre popular in Singapore
(and among students)? Lasalle was finding opportunities and ways to localise and inject Asian flavour to the programme to reflect the
changing student demographic. Initially at the inception of the programme, the students were mainly European and Australian. As the years
have progressed, the student body has become more Asian with large numbers of Singaporean students. The programme began to tailor
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itself towards the ethnic demographic in the hopes that it would educate and equip the performers to be ready to engage with the local
professional industry as well as be the pioneers for new Asian musical theatre work in Singapore and beyond.
Singapore 60s turned out to be a product of that evolution as it sought to shed greater light on local history and the music that helped
shaped Singapore’s identity in the days of yore. The Level 2 students comprised predominantly Asian students. There were only two
Caucasian performers out of 12. The remaining 10 were of Asian descent, with six being Singaporean.
As the Level 2 class and I embarked on this journey through a piece of Singapore history, we unearthed an endless vault of pure pop
confection that embraced, primarily, themes of love, how to celebrate it, and how to express it in an ebullient and unapologetic manner.
From Veronica Young, to Shirley Nair & the Silver Strings, The Crescendos, Anita Sarawak, Grace Chang, Sakura Teng, and Katherine &
the Firebyrds during the time of Singapore’s independence in 1965, these singers and musicians created an extraordinary local pop industry.
Yet today, many are not celebrated and lauded as legends and trailblazers.
During the preliminary process, the creative decision was to make the musical revue as bubbly and joyous as possible, and to reawaken and
rejuvenate love for the nation’s rich musical history. The additional hope was that modern Singaporeans would discover what a marvelous
and groundbreaking time it was back then, promoting pride in Asian performers as well as Singapore’s culture and history. This particular
revue had the potential to do just that (Figure 29).
The revue was a celebration of the music of that era. The numbers would be woven together like a pastiche tribute to the golden era of
Singaporean bubblegum pop. With respect to this, the focus of the production would be more on the vocal technique of the performers
and their dance capabilities. There would be less emphasis on acting. Similar to Lucky Stiff, my immersion in practice during this phase
of the research was going to be through direction and choreography. Observations of the students’ performance skills and assessments on
their ability to capture the essence of the musical numbers, both vocally and through movement, would be noted. I wanted to discover
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whether the strength of the Lasalle curriculum was exclusive to that
of the Level 3 students or whether it permeated and was effectively
disseminated and absorbed by other grade levels as well. Despite being
at the halfway point of their musical theatre education, would they be
able to show enough promise and potential to strengthen the claim of
viability of a musical theatre hub constructed in Singapore? Did their
education support them well to do this?
The rehearsals began with an egalitarian approach to song selection.
Discussions ranged from songs that the students were excited to work
on, the varying moods of the numbers, and songs that would work well
together. For a revue celebrating the joy and exuberance of a bygone
era, the unanimous decision was to build a show repertoire with a
larger number of up-tempo songs. From this point, the songs naturally
fell into place. The task was to ensure that the various local singing
legends had equitable song selections, and that each student performer
had at least one major number that highlighted their skill-set and
allowed them a chance to shine.

Figure 29. The Singapore 60s poster. Photograph: Caleb Goh.

Next were discussions on set, lighting, props and costume design. The
desired goal was to evoke the era and replicate as much authenticity
as possible. The decision was made to transform the Lasalle Flexible
Space black box venue into a cabaret setting, complete with the sale of
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food and alcohol indicative of that period. The goal was to
make people feel like they were entering into a cabaret in the
1960s in Singapore. The lighting, stage, and costumes would
be representative of that era (Figure 30).
With the design elements confirmed, rehearsals commenced.
The essence of that period in Singapore’s history would be
created further through the variety and style of the numbers,
and the choreography. The era inspired many suitable props,
so the decision was to utilise them freely and effectively.
One of the first numbers tackled was a song by famous
Asian chanteuse, Teresa Teng. One of her most well-known
ballads is “但願人長久” (“Wishing We Last Forever”)
(Liang, 1983). The concept was to recreate the outdoor stage
shows, or ‘getai’ shows, that were popular during that era.
Figure 30. The Singapore 60s stage. Photograph: Caleb Goh.
Performers would dress in elaborate Asian outfits and sing
Mandarin songs amid a flurry of colourfully costumed dancers.
The use of various props was often included in these elaborate pieces, with the two most famous ones being that of multi-coloured silk
fans and silk ribbons (Figure 31).
The choreography crafted was deliberately reminiscent of those ‘getai’ shows. The success of the movement aspect of my work with
the Level 3 students prompted me to assign the Level 2 students with some challenging choreography including fan kicks, grande
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battements, piqué turns, double chaînés turns
and jeté leaps. Following the running trend
of prop usage in the 1960s cabaret circuit,
they were also required to use the fans and
ribbons effectively during the number. The
initial results were not encouraging as each
performer struggled with coordination issues
and the demands of the intricate choreography.
I was initially worried about how the song was
progressing. Was my choreography overly
challenging or did the Level 2 students pale
in comparison to their Level 3 counterparts?
Unlike the mistake I made with Tanler during
the second round of SOTA workshops, I did
not want to discourage with overly ambitious
choreography and song choices that were
Figure 31. The silk fans and ribbons used in “但願人長久”.
beyond the students’ capabilities. I still wanted
Photograph: Caleb Goh.
to challenge them, but not to breaking point.
With consistent guidance on my part and
repeated detailing as per my previous workshop and directorial experiences, the Level 2 students began to understand the vernacular
and how the movements had to be executed. They practised hard as I repeatedly drilled the moves. They managed to execute the piqué
turns, double chaînés turns, and jeté leaps effortlessly. The fluidity of their movement aided in setting the scene and creating a necessary
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tranquility for this number. The skill in which they mastered the prop usage was also commendable. The investment they made during
rehearsals was a clear indication of their dedication and their ability to actualise complicated material with practice (Video Clip 32—
click to play).

Video Clip 32: Singapore 60s – Performance – 但願人長久 Dance Sequence.
Video: Crispian Chan.
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Shu Yi was the soloist for the song. At the start of rehearsals, the goal was for her to carefully study the prolific discography of Teng to
achieve her vocal style. The aim was to replicate the way Teng sang on the recordings. Teng had a typical Mandarin pop song delivery,
which was slightly nasal, with a tremolo-like vibrato. There was a gentle lilt to her phrasing. Shu Yi struggled with the song. She would
often go off pitch during long held notes. Nearing the end of the rehearsal period, Shu Yi was still not executing in a comparable manner.
During one of the rehearsal sessions, as I analysed how Shu Yi was progressing with the number, I made the decision to workshop the
number individually with her, to calm her nerves without the fear of judgment from peers, and set her on the right track with the song. In
working with her one-on-one, I wanted to determine her potential to respond to my direction the way Valerie and Crenshaw had during
Lucky Stiff. I told Shu Yi to imagine that she was telling an intimate story to close friends and loved ones. The song was derived from
an ancient Chinese poem and evoked images of the moon, and the beauty of longing and love. Shu Yi was encouraged to relax into the
number and not press her vocals too hard. When she went lower in her register, she tended to push down on the notes, which invariably
caused her to go off pitch. The rehearsal space was cleared to provide Shu Yi with a safe and nurturing environment to make the necessary
breakthrough with the number. As Shu Yi approached the rehearsal and began to attack the number, she visibly relaxed into the song.
I deliberately made eye contact with her and smiled as she tried to imagine telling the story to friends and loved ones, in the attempt to
develop her confidence. The approach seemed successful, as it became a beautifully rendered piece, relaxed and sung with emotion.
Shu Yi displayed the nasality reminiscent of Teng’s delivery and the ease in her delivery was evident. Even her hand movements were
gentle and her relaxed nature during the number lulled the audience into a similar mode. Her ability to take direction and transform the
number further affirmed that these students had the capability to deliver on the intended directorial and artistic vision. They needed positive
reinforcement, story placement, character identification, audience engagement and clear direction, so that they could unlock the parts
of their craft with which they might have been initially unfamiliar or unconfident. If I was nurturing in my approach, I could gain their
trust and gently guide them in acquiring those necessary performance elements that would ultimately enhance their deliveries and their
craft. These students were raw, but eager to learn, grow and discover more about how to use the various components of their craft, for the
betterment of their performances (Video Clip 33—click to play).
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Video Clip 33: Singapore 60s – Performance – 但願人長久. Video: Crispian Chan.
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Figure 32. The battling divas in “说不出的快活”. Photograph: Caleb Goh.

During another famous Mandarin number in the
musical revue, the focus was more on the acting
storyline that was weaved into the piece. The creative
idea was that two reining divas in the nightclub were
vying for stage time and would have a choreographed
brawl on stage, while trying to keep up a façade
of pleasantness with each other for the sake of the
audience. Two of the Level 2 students with dramatic
flair were cast in the roles. Sharon and Megan both
displayed a natural theatricality during rehearsals, were
hardworking and had vision. In order to discover how
much of a creative storyline I could weave into a song,
I needed to assess whether these two performers could
flesh out their characters with rigour, detail and charm.
The number chosen, “说不出的快活” (“Jajambo”) (李
雋青, 1961), was originally recorded by Grace Chang,
and is arguably one of Singapore’s most famous
Mandarin pop songs from the 1960s.

From the onset of rehearsals and the description of the characters they were required to build and the feud to be staged, the two girls set off
to carve out the intricacies of the number. The detailing that I discussed and rehearsed with them went as far as to define which sections of
the number would reveal their brawl and which sections would show them pretending to keep up appearances for the sake of the audience
(Figure 32).
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Sharon and Megan’s hard work in creating their characters, their natural flair at comic timing, and their musicality and strength in
movement, resonated with the audience. Part of this had to do with their ability to emote effectively, displaying their comic timing and
precision within the staged spat, as well as the familiarity of the catchy number. It was charming and effectively performed, and the essence
of the backstage story was displayed clearly during the show (Video Clip 34—click to play).

Video Clip 34: Singapore 60s – Performance – 说不出的快活. Video: Crispian Chan.
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Due to their natural desire for perfection and hunger to better their craft, the precision that Sharon and Megan displayed in the piece, and
their choices on when to emote in what manner for each phrase, was carefully detailed and apparent in the performance. The turn of their
heads to the audience, the sassiness in performance attitude, and even the elevation of vocal volume during certain sections all helped to
heighten the piece. As a director, the experience of working with these two performers made me realise that highly motivated performers
serious about musical theatre were simpler to work with. They sought to be thorough in their research and repetitious in their practice
in order to achieve perfection in execution. It seemed to me that success and ease in performance not only stemmed from a curriculum
filled with the right elements for dance, singing and acting, but also from the individual’s willingness and ability to step up and do the
hard work. In doing so, they were required to create
nuanced characters, believable action, virtuosic skill level
with unique individual qualities and an ability to balance
pursuing this alone, as well as in a team.
A Bollywood-style number was included in the repertoire
to represent the diversity of racial and cultural influences
in Singapore. The number would be a true assessment
of the versatility of the performers and their willingness
and ability to traverse various cultures with their dance
vocabulary. The number was recorded by Indian singing
sensation Asha Bhosle, and was a catchy song called “Aaja
Aaja” (Burman & Sultanpuri, 1966). The choreography was
created to pay homage to the Bollywood film industry and
required fast dance steps, intricate footwork, and isolated
head and hand movement (Figure 33).

Figure 33. The use of multiple arms in “Aaja Aaja”. Photograph: Caleb Goh.
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From the first rehearsal, this number was embraced enthusiastically. Previously unknown to the students, the infectious tune and energetic
nature of the piece played a part in making the number swiftly become a favourite among them. The lead singer of the number, Tanvi,
achieved the intricate vocal acrobatics of Bhosle’s recording very quickly and performed with gusto during rehearsals and performances.
The nifty hand and footwork, and the head isolations were executed with flair and precision by the entire class. The number was one of the
most successful pieces in the musical revue and it almost felt like, for the duration of the piece, the audience was transported to the set of a
musical number in a Bollywood film (Video Clip 35—click to play).

Video Clip 35: Singapore 60s – Performance – Aaja Aaja. Video: Crispian Chan.
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The students displayed strong stamina; they did not lose vocal energy while executing the energetic dance moves simultaneously. For
a number with frenetic movement, it is easy for performers to become winded from the energy and effort required to execute. These
performers never withdrew from the demands of the piece and gave superlative performances during the show. Their joy was palpable
and after each performance, the audience gave the strongest applause for this number. “Aaja Aaja” proved to me that these students were
capable of traversing the various cultures through their performances and did so with enthusiasm, verve and skill. From enthusiastic
audience response, for this number as well as the assortment of song items in a variety of languages, it also revealed that Singaporeans were
ready to embrace musical themes that highlighted the country’s melting pot culture and heritage. Perhaps Singapore was evolving beyond
mere Western emulation, and instead was beginning to carve out a distinctive Asian identity via musical theatre. With a slew of original
musicals created annually, perhaps the city-state would ultimately develop local musicals that would eventually have appeal, not only in
Asia, but in the international arena as well.
With the end of the production run of Singapore 60s, I was more convinced than ever that Lasalle was accurately grooming the students
to become strong triple threat performers, ready to enter into the professional Singaporean theatre industry. These students had the right
educators guiding them and honing their craft. Quite a few of them displayed strong theatrical instincts, could emote and act convincingly,
had a promising degree of vocal talent, and could dance commendably. The performers that really shone displayed an innate ability to
harness the quality training they had received, and transform it into a solid craft, translated effectively on the musical theatre stage. They
took direction well, understood dance vocabulary, and were hungry and eager to learn and grow as performers. These students were well on
their way to becoming strong performers. They would definitely raise performance standards in the competitive local industry. However, it
was vital to refine their craft through the incorporation of skill synthesis into the curriculum. It needed to be inculcated into their practice
from the start of the programme and not midway through. Synthesis and the understanding of the cohesive use of musical theatre tools were
essential ingredients in equipping these performers for professional practice. Once that was implemented, alongside the audition technique
classes and repertoire building, I was confident that the university had the right qualities to hone the Asian stars of tomorrow.

Cries from Within: The Struggles &
of Triumphs
the Asian Voice
of Creating
in Musical
a Singaporean
Theatre Voice in Musical Theatre

162

KILLER INSTINCT
Pangdemonium
Pangdemonium is one of the top theatre companies in Singapore, established by director Tracie Pang, and her celebrity actor husband
Adrian Pang. Originally the associate artistic director of the SRT, Tracie Pang (Interview, May 20, 2014) had a desire to create edgier and
more controversial pieces with social or political undertones. This led to artistic clashes with SRT branding. The Pangs set up their own
theatre company Pangdemonium in 2010 with their inaugural production of the Broadway musical hit, The Full Monty (“The Full Monty”,
October 26, 2000). Since its inception, Pangdemonium has striven to mount edgy and thought-provoking plays and musicals “with a
mission to tell stories on the stage which are challenging, inspiring, relevant, accessible, and above all, of the highest artistic, entertainment
and productions values, in a league with the very best of theatre internationally” (A. Pang & Pang, 2010, para. 1).
In the short time since the founding of the company, its shows have swept the local theatre awards year after year, winning in categories
in acting, direction, design, and production of the year (C. Tan, March 17, 2015). With the young company enjoying tremendous success,
Pangdemonium is regarded as one of the top theatre companies in Singapore, boasting “slick production designs, well-calibrated direction,
and uniformly strong performances [with] tickets [often] sold out before its opening night—a testament of Pangdemonium’s reputation
among theatre-lovers” (Yusof, October 31, 2014). They also constantly sought to “uncover new talent and to give opportunities to aspiring
artists and technical practitioners to work in a professional, challenging and nurturing environment in [their] productions” (A. Pang &
Pang, 2010, para. 4).
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In line with the goal of discovering new talent, The Pangs created a “Next Generation” initiative, which included the construction of
musical theatre workshops for young, drama enthusiasts, in the hopes of discovering new talent to nurture and cultivate. They “firmly
believe[d] that this kind of ‘sowing seeds’ ethos [was] the way to keep the Singapore arts scene dynamic, fresh and progressive” (A. Pang
& Pang, 2010, para. 4).
I was engaged as mentor and instructor and given full control over the curriculum and performance content for the inaugural
Pangdemonium musical theatre workshop after Tracie Pang heard of the successes at SOTA and NUS. The only stipulations were a
participant age range of between 13 and 19 years of age, and the opening of auditions to anyone in Singapore who was interested in trying
musical theatre. Her belief was that talent needed to be discovered and cultivated at a young and malleable age. Thus far, data have been
accrued from high school aged participants with no musical theatre background at SOTA, but who already had artistic propensity due to
the nature of their theatre study at the school. Directorial and choreographic immersion and practice had also occurred with students on
the undergraduate level at Lasalle, who had already committed their career to this genre of the performing arts. Workshops had also been
conducted with students at the undergraduate level at NUS, who had no pre-existing knowledge or tools of the musical theatre trade. SOTA,
Lasalle and NUS, all had the common factor of a unified school experience, working with students as part of their extended curriculum.
With the Pangdemonium workshop, it was possible to work with participants from a wide variety of backgrounds. I found this exciting and
a fitting final project for the research.
Pangdemonium Workshop
The Pangdemonium Triple Threats Musical Theatre workshop was named to signify the focus on all three aspects of musical theatre study:
acting, singing and dancing. As with previous workshops conducted, it would culminate in a performance showcase. Similarly, the aim for
this workshop was aligned to my research question of exploring whether interest could be generated in the art form through exposure and
experience.
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The process began a few weeks before commencement of the workshop. Auditions were held for any eager and interested individuals
desiring to try their hand at musical theatre. With the net cast wider, it was vital to separate the ‘wheat from the chaff’. Additionally, unlike
previous venues, participants would be required to pay a considerable workshop fee to take part in the proceedings. The audition candidates
ranged from those who showed promise, to those who were clearly ill suited for musical theatre. The deliberate choice was made to be
selective and not admit everyone into the programme. This way, attention could be focused on a smaller group to properly hone their craft
and realise their potential. The final candidate tally stood at a comfortable number of 10 performers—nine girls and one boy.
In November 2014, just days after the second round of SOTA workshops concluded, the Pangdemonium workshop officially began. It
started in a similar fashion to the previous SOTA workshops, with participants singing a musical theatre song of their choosing in front
of everyone. Beyond the need to re-assess their vocal ability to allocate the best music for each individual, singing in front of their peers
also provided them with the opportunity to grow accustomed to performing in front of an audience. As musical theatre performers, it was
vital to do so to acquire that comfort in performance. Once again, Joanne Ho took the position of musical director for the workshop. The
youngest participant of the bunch was only 13 years old, and there were two repeat performers from the SOTA workshops in 2013.
I wrote a full-length libretto and the macabre angle played into Pangdemonium’s darker and grittier sensibilities as a theatre company.
It was exciting to weave this intricate plot and interpolate the entire show with the right musical numbers, ensuring that each performer
was afforded the chance to excel vocally, acting-wise and even in movement. For a two-week workshop period, there was much to do:
choreography, direction, staging, technical details, script creation and lyric adjustments. Admittedly, the project was highly ambitious. For
the first few days, every care was taken to ensure that songs, dialogue and choreography were taught, rehearsed and staged as efficiently
and solidly as possible. It became glaringly obvious by the middle of the week that there were a handful of performers who were clueless
when it came to the basic skills and requirements of performance. Unlike the SOTA and Lasalle performers, many of the Pangdemonium
participants came and registered for the workshop based on sheer curiosity, with limited exposure to the theatrical arts. Extensive
instruction was required to build the foundations of theatre making. There were minimal pre-existing skills or performance instincts. This
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project was going to be an exercise in editing and self-control. Simplicity in script and choreography was necessary in order for the
performers to execute cleanly and effectively. Opening up the workshop to any willing participants across Singapore, albeit through an
audition process, was proving to have its challenges. The major worry was that the disparity in performance standard and talent would
be glaringly obvious when the showcase was presented at the end of the workshop process. However, the revelation on their lack of
theatrical knowledge and tools of the trade challenged me to tailor the curriculum to their needs. After all, I was seeking to discover
whether there was talent in Singapore and I deliberately did not limit this to theatre students and practitioners. I held the conviction that
talent could emerge from unlikely sources and circumstances and had to allow myself the opportunity to uncover that through wider
exposure to potential musical theatre devotees. Importantly, I also needed to reaffirm my goal to generate interest in possible musical
theatre candidates, regardless of their proficiency level, to plant a seed that could germinate beyond the two-week period.
Another obstacle emerged during the middle of the first week—the lack of rehearsal discipline. With school settings such as SOTA,
Lasalle and NUS, students took the initiative to attend and learn the material diligently. With the Pangdemonium workshop, due to the
external setting, there did not seem to be an explicit standard of ritualised learning that was self-motivated among the participants. During
the fourth day of the rehearsal process, six out of the 10 performers did not attend the session. Some had prior commitments and others
had fallen ill. Attempting to work with the remaining four students proved frustrating and counter-productive. It was also difficult to shape
a proper storyline and invest the necessary rehearsal time if so many people were absent. In teaching choreography, I also discovered
how little dance background many of these students possessed. Even executing basic box steps or bops had to be broken down. Many
of the participants were also not retaining the staging and motivation behind the various roles they had been embodying. They did not
understand vocal projection, how to face an audience on stage, the importance of practising outside of rehearsal time, and writing down
blocking. Sometimes it felt like each rehearsal was going back to raw beginnings. These performers had not yet embraced and confronted
the responsibility to actualise their performances through practice during and after rehearsals. Action was required.
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All through the various workshops conducted and directorial and choreographic projects helmed, I had continued to use the Action Verb
Loop Learning Cycle as part of my methodology. I conducted, analysed, and reflected on proceedings during, as well as after, rehearsals
and performances, always being mindful that with certain participant responses, immediate action had to be taken to steer the process
in the right direction, and keep the research possibilities at a maximum. With this major issue arising, I had to take drastic measures
in order to regain control over the group and further the workshop proceedings. Many of these performers signed up for the workshop
on the strength of Adrian Pang’s celebrity and Pangdemonium’s reputation as a theatre company. In order to instil the professionalism
and discipline that I needed to imbibe in these young participants, I convinced both artistic directors of the theatre company, Adrian
and Tracie Pang, to address them. It was imperative that the performers not be berated for their lack of discipline. I did not want to
discourage them but anticipated that having these established and well-respected practitioners addressing them would ultimately inspire
and motivate.
At the end of the first week, the Pangs addressed the group and highlighted the need for professionalism. They expressed their desire
for each performer to unleash their ultimate potential and mount a polished product of which they could be proud. As I predicted, the
motivational speech helped to inspire the performers. Subsequently, the energy in the room changed. While I was working with certain
performers, others were seen practising their own numbers and routines, and memorising their scripts. The participants also started up a
group chat on text to motivate everyone, remind one another to attend consistently for the upcoming week, and to work on their material
for the show. This was exactly the boost that they needed at the close of the first week. This experience made me understand that I had
previously taken performance discipline, which was an expectation and understanding within educational and professional settings, for
granted. With this batch of fledgling performers, I should have been firmer with inculcating discipline from the outset. Only after a few
days did I realise the importance of this to the execution of the curriculum and the goals I had initially set out. Nevertheless, even with
the delayed discovery, the solution marked the turning point for the workshop and things began to improve.
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The start of the second week saw everyone working to his or her full potential. I began focusing on direction and choreography of the entire
musical showcase in a brisk but detailed fashion. The week would challenge me and be a testament to my creativity in instruction, as well
as a test of whether these participants would be able to learn the material within the truncated timeframe.
As a previous participant of the first SOTA workshop, Jana showed marked improvement since 2013. She had gained confidence in
performance and carried herself in a more self-assured manner than previously. I did observe a lingering lack of confidence with her vocal
ability. She needed to find a way to unlock her singing voice. With her acting voice, she was strong and confident. At the moment, her
safety net was to place all high singing notes in her mix (the middle voice that female vocalists possess that is a blend between chest and
falsetto), instead of belting them out. In embarking on my research with the workshops, I knew that there would be personal struggles and
challenges that each student would face. It was my job to find ways to help them to maximise their potential and gain confidence in their
craft. I challenged myself to help her to find her belt through specific vocal sessions. During these sessions, I continually encouraged her
while she attempted vocal eases that would allow for the development of the belt in her voice. Jana was successful during these rehearsal
sessions and I noted her slow but marked improvement with vocal delivery.
Unfortunately, when I removed the safety of vocal eases and tasked her with belting within the song she was assigned, the results were
less optimistic. Unlocking parts of the singing voice is a very personal and intense journey and cannot be rushed or fully realised within
a short period. Much of it is the removal of psychological barriers of inability to deliver. Upon further reflection, I surmised that Jana’s
failure to execute during song rehearsal and performance was actually a common and understandable outcome. She needed to build her
confidence through repeated practice and success with vocal eases, then subsequently with songs. If she could remove her personal mental
embargoes and not fall into her vocal comfort zone, she would be able to belt confidently and consistently with time. Vocal journey aside,
she impressed me with her ability to delve deep into her character. There was a number in the musical that required her to be the leader
of a trio of mean girls. Jana possessed a naturally sweet and gentle nature, yet she never shied away from the challenge and attacked the
characterisation and choreography of the piece with aplomb (Video Clip 36—click to play).

Cries from Within: The Struggles &
of Triumphs
the Asian Voice
of Creating
in Musical
a Singaporean
Theatre Voice in Musical Theatre

168

KILLER INSTINCT

Video Clip 36: Pangdemonium Workshop – Performance – Candy Store. Video: Crispian Chan.
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Jana’s ability to embody a character unlike her natural personality was evident in the number. She was riveting to watch and her strength in
movement made her performance appear fun and effortless. As heard on the clip (Video Clip 36), she shied away from belting the money
notes in the song, clearly still working through her psychological embargoes about her vocal ability. Despite this, her progress in a short
period of 17 months showed her ability to improve and refine her craft. While her training was in theatre, she was beginning to excel and
mature in the genre of musical theatre as well. Even with apparent struggles of which she was aware, it was clear that I had generated a
certain degree of investment in the art form for her and she was continuing to explore it even after the close of each workshop.
Another participant whom I worked with extensively was Miguel, the only boy in the group. He came into the workshop as an established
young singer with a jazzy feel to his vocals. He impressed me with his strong vocal ability, and his quiet fortitude belied his ability to
retain movement and staging. He was thoughtful and deliberate in his delivery and his acting sensibilities were strong, considering his lack
of previous formal acting training. I challenged him to infuse his character with an edgy and dangerous quality to best suit the devious
role that had been created for him. I wanted to see whether I could encourage a young actor to embody a role that was thematically dark
and play it convincingly. For a young performer of 15, Miguel showed much potential to eventually become a strong musical theatre
practitioner. He found a strong sense of swagger and style in his performance, which was deliberately devilishly humorous. It was a specific
choice brought forth from his natural instincts and helped to provide the character with welcome edge. During rehearsals, I simply had
to give him specific notes on style of performance, motivation behind lyrics and movement choices. With a self-aware participant who
instinctually understood vocal and performance dynamic, Miguel was capable of delivering on my direction and suggestions successfully,
displaying talent that went beyond his vocal gift. Miguel wanted to move beyond his singing comfort zone and become more expressive
through musical theatre performance. This workshop revealed that he had the capabilities to do just that (Video Clip 37—click to play).
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Video Clip 37: Pangdemonium Workshop – Performance – You Can Play With Your Food.
Video: Crispian Chan.
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Another standout was a new find in the workshop, who had no previous background or training in musical theatre. A recent high school
graduate, Claris possessed a clear voice and an eager disposition. She also had a great sense of comic timing just upon observation during
rehearsals. Along the lines of my work with Mathias during the second SOTA workshop, and MacKenzie during the rehearsals for Beauty
World at NUS, I wanted to assess whether I could hone Claris’ gift for comedic performance. Playing one of the mean girls in the show,
Claris was given a humorous number from the musical Bring It On (“Bring It On”, August 1, 2012), called “Killer Instinct” (Miranda
& Kitt, 2012). I worked on the number in a similar way that I did with the other performers who showed comic tendencies. I detailed
movement and tried to make Claris aware of the motivation behind her actions, and the humour element in each move and line spoken. Her
aptitude for grasping comedy in performance came naturally, but during the process of working on this number, I noticed her struggle with
diction. She had a strong Singaporean accent and would often string English words together without biting on the consonants for greater
clarity. The Singapore accent is a unique dialect that is hard to master but is also hard to break. As I analysed her linguistic challenges, in
attempting to refine the number, I had to go through each line of the song and break it down for her diction-wise. “Killer Instinct” is a patter
song (characterised by a rapid succession of rhythmic notes per syllable), which made the task even more challenging due to the speed of
word delivery. I emphasised enunciation and was firm and insistent that she practice each sentence without the music, and then proceed
to do so with the music thereafter. Claris ran the number with me repeatedly. Each time, she would make slight progress. As with Jana, I
understood that this was a process and was unlikely to be perfected by the time of the performance. It was important that I provided her
with the tools necessary to improve beyond her two-week stint with me. If she continued to work on her dialect and enunciation, she would
soon note improvements and would eventually be able to break the habits she had formed (Video Clip 38—click to play).
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Video Clip 38: Pangdemonium Workshop – Performance – Killer Instinct. Video: Crispian Chan.
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Diction aside, Claris had killer instincts when it came to musical theatre. She
understood how to charm an audience, when to belt out the money notes during
a song, and how to convincingly play the comedy in her character. She still had
considerable progress to make with regard to her elocution, but showed ability to
learn and take direction.
After the workshop, Claris revealed that although she had no prior training, she
was inspired to explore the performing arts genre based on the little exposure she
had gained at this workshop. She intended to apply to Lasalle for admission into
the musical theatre programme in the fall semester of 2015. This was wonderful
news! Perhaps Singapore was showing proof that even individuals with predilection
towards musical theatre who had not yet undergone training, if duly inspired
and advised, could take the right steps to discover and pursue it. In conducting
this workshop as part of my research, I had generated interest in budding, young
performers, who perhaps might eventually contribute strongly to the industry
(Figure 34).

Figure 34. The Pangdemonium Triple Threats showcase
poster. Photograph: Crispian Chan.

With the conclusion of the Pangdemonium chapter of my research, I questioned
whether the proposed musical theatre hub in Singapore was indeed viable. If the
basic rules of musical theatre could be learnt by some of these young, raw talents,
then Singapore had the potential to grow its pool of performers and possibly become
a competitive Asian arena for musical theatre in the future. By inculcating discipline
and respect for the art form, working to inspire participants through specific honing
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of aspects of their craft, and making them aware of their potential, had it propelled some of them to move beyond what was offered? Many
of the Pangdemonium participants, like Claris, Jana and Miguel, were living examples of individuals beginning to discover their musical
theatre voice. They were taking active steps to ensure improvement in the form.
The success of the Pangdemonium workshop prompted discussion with artistic directors Adrian and Tracie Pang, on making this a regular
developmental platform for budding young artists to hone their craft in musical theatre. It has since been established as an annual offering
to enthusiasts of the art form nationwide, as a platform to discover new talent, and nurture existing ones.
The workshops that I had conducted at SOTA, NUS and Pangdemonium had sparked increased interest in the community. Additionally,
through these repeated workshop proceedings, my research had ignited a personal goal of continuing to refine and shape a comprehensive
musical theatre workshop curriculum. My ultimate aim was to instruct and prepare other educators in procuring the skills to administer
these developed workshops. Once they were equipped with the necessary tools, these musical theatre workshops could be offered
nationwide in schools and other theatre companies.
With the conclusion of the Pangdemonium research, I had completed my immersion in practice. I had conducted workshops, analysed the
results, and reflected on the outcomes. The process had been repeated with four different workshop platforms, namely at SOTA, where I
also returned for a second round, NUS and Pangdemonium. Additionally, I directed and choreographed two productions at Lasalle—a fulllength musical and a Singaporean musical revue. Responses to direction and choreography were analysed, and reflected upon. I had all the
data that I needed.
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Conclusion
When I embarked on this research journey investigating the dearth of Asian-specific roles in Broadway musicals, I delved deep into the
types of Asian characters written in musicals. I considered the racial demographic of creative teams, the casting controversies on the Great
White Way, and the notions surrounding Orientalism and other postcolonial theories of inequity and injustice, which I saw to be entrenched
in the cultural fabric of the musical theatre industry. Through the observation of Broadway musicals and trends, conversations with musical
theatre scholars at various conferences, and interviews with practitioners in the field, dialogue was initiated with regard to issues behind
the shortage of Asian-specific roles and Asian representation in Broadway musicals. Given the multitude of impossible barriers and preexisting notions about the current climate and the battles between the industry and the Asian community, the campaign to influence and
exact change for the Asian voice became a Herculean task. Instead, I embarked on a proposal to locate a musical theatre hub in Asia. That
vision led me to research the city-state of Singapore. I have assessed the possibility of establishing a Broadway standard for the art form
in Singapore, through exposure and the nurturing of talent of future practitioners in the field. By exploring the viability of the creation of
a strong musical theatre platform in Singapore, the aim was to empower Asian performers in believing that this Northern Hemispheric
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Anglo-Saxon form could be actualised with a Southern Hemispheric Asian premise—in form and content with Asian theatre makers,
educators and stories. Further, the goal was to determine the potential for the local industry to create internationally-recognised, high
quality, Broadway standard musicals with Asian-specific themes or characters that could eventually give Asian performers a greater voice
in musicals. This exegesis has marked this whole journey, unearthing the complexities of the original task to the practice immersion in
what I hope will become the future of a musical theatre hub in Singapore. I will now conclude with specific recommendations for future
directions that are related largely to the bigger picture of advocacy for greater representation for Asian musical theatre in Singapore, and
in the international arena.
At the time of writing this PhD thesis, Singapore’s musical theatre industry, which had humble beginnings in the late 1980s, was now
enjoying a theatrical renaissance. Musical productions, local and foreign, small-scale and large, were being mounted at a brisk pace.
Ongoing tours remained at state-of-the-art theatre venues for months on end. These theatre venues were increasing exponentially to
cater specifically to the monumental artistic and theatrical growth of the local industry. For a small country, this impressive feat was
achieved in a short span of three decades. The local arts scene was certainly flourishing, with an increasing number of theatre companies
formed each year. The standard of the local productions has grown and developed into a competitive and viable industry in its own
right. I suggest that there seems to be growing opportunities for performers and other practitioners to get involved and financially
support themselves in this genre of the arts. This can only continue to develop if the Singaporean Government strengthens its support
and investment in the industry. However, only through thorough research and industry consultation can a fully supported and dynamic
musical theatre industry continue to gain momentum, notoriety, and deliver on quality productions.
I suspect that on the cultural fabric front, perceptions on musical theatre as a valid occupation in Singapore are also changing. Musical
theatre has gradually become regarded, in Singapore, as a respected line of work that requires a specific skill-set with intensive training,
particularly for the performers. As my research indicates, musical theatre in Singapore, both locally produced and imported from
overseas, has become a highly popular form of entertainment. As indicated by the focus group sessions during my workshops, parents
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are now more willing to allow their children to pursue a career in the arts. The salary and remuneration scale for performers is becoming
increasingly competitive. Additionally, the student numbers and racial demographic in the Lasalle College of the Arts (Lasalle) musical
theatre programme, which began with large numbers of foreign students, has witnessed an upsurgeance in local students. Tellingly, local
students are, in turn, finding work upon graduation in the Singapore theatre and musical theatre industry, and internationally.
My initial scepticism regarding Singaporeans’ knowledge of musical theatre, and potential contribution to the industry, prompted me
to conduct these workshops and assess the pre-existing knowledge and capabilities of participants. I discovered that there was interest
and that this fervour continued to grow in repeat workshops. The varying institutions’ support was also definitely apparent. Students
vocalised their awareness of the lack of Asian representation in musical theatre and their desire for a more equitable approach to casting
and roles as they explored the form. With greater exposure and more excitement generated through continued fun yet challenging
workshops, this musical theatre fervour could be effectively sustained, paving the way for heightened appreciation of musical theatre.
Additionally, the exposure could stimulate the creation of more Asian-themed roles and stories, and an increase in representation from
the nurturing of potential future practitioners. Participants from the initial workshops at School of the Arts, Singapore (SOTA) in 2013,
such as Zora, Odelia, and Jana, returned for a second round in 2014 with greater confidence and refinement in their abilities and a clearer
understanding of the genre. Their interest was piqued in musical theatre, and their drive to develop their craft so that they would be well
prepared for the intensity of the classes was evident. They displayed awareness of what was ultimately required of the triple threat musical
theatre professional. It had even spurred new performers, such as Claris, to consider pursuing it as a career through proper education. As
evidence, after the Pangdemonium workshop, Claris auditioned for the Lasalle musical theatre programme and was officially accepted into
the fall semester of 2015.
However, with regard to the workshops, not all participants showed promise. In fact, I believe that many would struggle to forge a
successful career in the musical theatre industry. As is often the case in non-conservatoire audition-based courses, there proved a great
disparity in the talent level across the various workshops. I can understand that in the former, the exceptional talents in that genre can be
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quite apparent. However, in an open environment where anyone is encouraged to join in for fun or for other motivations, the skill base
will vary. I also pondered the factors that caused some participants to respond better than others. There were a myriad of wide-ranging
reasons. They were raised differently and with varied exposure to the performing arts. Past experiences played a key role in defining
their current ease or discomfit with the proceedings. This, in turn, could subconsciously make the individual develop mental and physical
barriers to progress, and hinder their ability to relax and embrace the process. Most participants desired to excel yet only some discovered
how to tap into their potential, making it easy to nurture their abilities. The workshops made it apparent that not all participants were
suited to this competitive and demanding genre of entertainment, regardless of their enthusiasm. I had to self-reflect on my skills as an
educator to help those participants who did have promise without neglecting the students who would perhaps never advance beyond an
elementary level. All participants were young and vulnerable while many, who displayed skills that could be furthered, needed proper
support and training to actualise the extent of their ability. However, I was impressed with particular participants, albeit only working
with them on initial short-term musical theatre workshops, who displayed tenacity and potential for success. I do believe that these
workshops have played a critical role in developing the musical theatre ecology in discovering new talent, and nurturing the potential of
the individual performer, some of whom will continue to study or graduate into the industry.
In relation to my teaching practice, through reflection of my practice, I have been able to develop a teaching style specific to the needs of
young and emerging musical theatre talent. I have noted that repetition and detailing, and repeatedly drilling moves and musical numbers,
aided in instilling confidence, skill and precision. Highlighting the natural gifts of individuals also aided in inspiring them and guiding
them to explore those performance components. This, in turn, spurred and inspired consideration of the form in a more personalised
manner. Encouragement, delivered alongside constructive critique, was key in nurturing frightened and insecure participants who
needed to feel worthy of the stage. In song and material selection, these workshops made me realise I had to be careful not to challenge
individuals beyond their capabilities. By being overly ambitious, at times I might have broken a participant’s spirit rather than developed
it. Educators must always find ways to inspire, challenge, but not discourage to the point that it prevents the performer from continued
exploration and play in the form. Finally, even if the participant’s skill base was limited, the objective was to ignite passion for musical
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theatre. It went beyond finding the future stars worthy to contribute to the industry. By being positive and making the experience a fun
yet challenging one, these workshops could quite possibly cultivate lifelong supporters of the art form, constructing that much needed
audience base.
The success of these workshops held in 2013 and 2014 very quickly spread through the community and have seemingly had a lasting
effect and influence on the industry. SOTA decided to make the musical theatre workshop an annual offering to students at the arts
school. National University of Singapore (NUS) hired me as the musical theatre artist-in-residence for the second consecutive year, due
to the immense popularity of the previous workshops and seminars, and the success of the production of Beauty World. Pangdemonium
also confirmed me as the official workshop director and mentor for subsequent musical theatre workshops, deciding to make it an annual
offering as well. Additionally, other local theatre companies such as Double Confirm Productions and Sing Theatre have engaged my
expertise in creating musical theatre curricula and workshops as part of their future undertakings. The interest generated in the art form
has been exponential, proving that there is a demand for education and exposure to musical theatre. Proper guidance is an essential
requirement to develop the curriculum and hone the skills of interested participants. This will provide them with the tools necessary to
contribute to the burgeoning Singapore scene. In doing so, the exposure will ultimately offer potential participants the chance to consider
musical theatre as a worthy vocation and provide them with the initial building blocks to pursue this.
These workshops can continue to inspire and generate interest in the community and among potential future performers if highly trained
professionals deliver them regularly. It is impossible, irresponsible and unsustainable for me to be the only one to exact such largescale change. Once these individuals are identified, trained and supported, workshops like this could potentially be extended across
various platforms in the country. I would argue that arts institutions should not be the only targets. Musical theatre could be offered at
all secondary schools as part of the curriculum, as electives, or as special workshops during the year. Additionally, they could form part
of the educational wing for theatre companies. This key finding of the research will continue to be my focus beyond the scope of this
particular project, and in developing my practice as a musical theatre performer, maker and educator.
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Musical theatre is indeed an exact art form and has proven, personally and professionally, to be challenging, intricate and ultimately
rewarding. Of all the institutions that I worked in, I discovered that the students at Lasalle were further developed and had the right tools
of the trade. They immersed themselves in a myriad of different acting techniques, from Anne Bogart’s Viewpoints, to techniques of
Method of Physical Action by Contantin Stanislavsky (with elements of this popularly taken up in the US as Method Acting), and the
Stanford Meisner technique. They developed musical theatre vocal training and individual instruction to stimulate their personal musical
voice and style with intensive class and one-on-one work. For dance, they include studio and class work in ballet, jazz, tap and partner
work. However, some of my directorial and choreographic immersion at Lasalle was frustrating at times. I felt some students at Lasalle
were too limited to succeed professionally, despite their enrolment in a specialised vocational institution.
My research, through my directorial and choreographic practice implemented at Lasalle, exposed several curriculum flaws that need
to be addressed. At times during the two musical productions, I had to break down and subsequently redevelop the fundamentals of
the three performing art forms of musical theatre, and inculcate understanding of musical theatre production and performance. These
rudimentary tools need to be taught from the outset of the programme. Having skills to sing, dance and act, does not simply translate to
an ability to understand the use of those tools together in performance. Altering the curriculum to include craft synthesis, beginning in
the very first year of the programme, would greatly enhance the students’ ability to perform with greater intuition and ease. This would
require modules every semester, for all three years of the degree, devoted to combining the elements of acting, singing and movement,
through working with individuals on specific musical numbers introduced weekly by participants. In addition to dance, vocal and acting
fundamentals synthesis classes from first year, vital craft sharpening skills must be taught to allow for a more nuanced and complex
performance with greater capacity to sustain technique, and physical and mental tolerance. I have confidence in the potential for this
because students who really understood the notion of a holistic and synthesised musical theatre performance evidenced a growth in
energy, coordination and power in delivery. The Singaporean students displayed talent and ability that could challenge their Caucasian
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counterparts. Many could potentially dispel the racial skill-set disparity argument that has been debated and contested on the Great White
Way for far too long. Ultimately, they are potentially set to contribute strongly to the art form.
Additionally, introducing a full-length musical for the second-year students would prepare them for greater success prior to their final year
of study. With Level 2 students offered the opportunity to take on leading and major supporting roles earlier in the curriculum, the aim
would be to equip them with performance tools and craft synthesis. This would allow for adequate preparation for the two major musical
productions in their final year and eventual work in the professional industry.
Finally, with the inclusion of a dedicated module in their final year on audition techniques and repertoire procurement, students would be
better equipped to understand their performance type, and to prepare material that would guarantee them greater success in the professional
industry. Professional placement for graduates is a boon for the institution. This ultimately continues the development loop of skills
training, promotion of musical theatre and industry procurement, and lifts the standard of performance to a universally competitive level.
Past graduates have shown their mettle, landing performing jobs in the US, Europe, Australia and Asia, on tours and in major productions.
Many have achieved household name status in Singapore, not only in theatre, but also in the television and film genres. Incorporating
these small changes into the curriculum would enable graduates to be more industry ready, elevating the standard of performance in the
Singapore industry, and making a greater impact regionally and internationally.
Throughout this research, my conviction has grown that Singapore aspires to more than simply emulation of the West. It yearns to create
its own identity and voice through the genre of musical theatre. The successful development of the local musical revue that I helmed,
Singapore 60s, indicated that Singaporeans are hungry to embrace musical themes that highlight Singapore’s rich and diverse culture
and history. With the creation of numerous original musicals, mounted professionally on a yearly basis, Singapore is likely to eventually
develop quality musicals, with distinctly Asian and/or Singaporean settings and stories with regional and international appeal. In
encouraging these developments through continued mountings and sustained audience support, this dream might certainly become a reality.
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In conclusion, I have come to believe that the main areas of focus for sustained growth in the industry are in pedagogy. The recommended
curriculum alterations for Lasalle are definitely a means to create a richer, more resilient musical theatre performer. Equipping other
musical theatre practitioners will also help develop a more comprehensive and sustainable musical theatre workshop curriculum for
dissemination on a national level. If these workshops became a permanent fixture for a large number of schools and theatre companies,
the expanded curriculum could possibly train and prepare students and participants with the right tools to contribute to the musical theatre
industry without gaining a full degree. Lasalle can only accept a limited number of students. Some participants might not wish to dedicate
three years to procuring a degree in the art form, and might prefer to benefit from school and theatre course offerings. By generating
diversity in education facilities for musical theatre training, a greater awareness of home-grown musical theatre will develop, including,
alongside the theatre itself, a home-grown audience, which can only prove to be a positive thing. Of course, such a huge proposal and
undertaking requires scheduling alterations and subject modification in schools, and substantial financial investment. This limitation could
possibly spark resistance from theatre companies and schools. Further research and consultation would be required to determine the best
course of action, including considerable negotiation between various parties involved for eventual execution, and greater support from the
Singapore Government and National Arts Council (NAC).
When reflecting upon the grand scheme of this research, the acknowledgement of Singapore’s healthy progress in the performing arts arose.
I argue that if curricula were altered slightly, and workshops were broadened, the chance of musical theatre being elevated and gaining
national acceptance is likely. Beyond that, the city-state could be used as a prototype for musical theatre expansion and/or establishment;
Singapore as the Broadway of the East could prove to be a model for other countries in Asia. Perhaps this would eventually spark the
construction of original Broadway style musicals with Asian themes, helmed by Asian practitioners, both in the performance and creative
team departments, which would subsequently lead to a greater representation of Asian musical theatre makers on the international stage.
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WHEELS OF A DREAM

The Singaporean performing arts industry is hungry and ready to embrace a Broadway-equivalent, theatrical zeitgeist. Theatre companies
are flourishing, the quality of productions is consistently on the rise, as is the number of shows produced. Audience support has been
propitious, and the capabilities of the musical theatre practitioners are improving exponentially. True, the standard of the industry has not
been reached and it remains a constant journey of refinement. However, it is a journey that has consistently moved forward since the last
century, and shows no signs of fatigue. Excitement and interest in the art form continues to grow. Singapore is on the cusp of a musical
theatre breakthrough and that proposed musical theatre hub is a feasible goal. Every production mounted, and every local musical created
is, and will continue to be, a positive progression in the achievement of an internationally-recognised, Asian musical theatre of high
standard (in quality and quantity), with increased integrity and passion for Asian representation beyond the Great White Way.
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